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INTRODUCTION 

 

Politics between principle and pragmatism 

 

 

 

Reason of state and necessity 

In 1632 Isabella of Austria, ruler of the Spanish Low Countries, was stuck in the middle. Her 

subjects wanted to pursue peace with the rebel Dutch Republic after having sustained decades of 

warfare in their country, while her nephew King Philip IV of Spain and his Council of State 

expected her to continue the war. Isabella’s trusted adviser, the Marquis of Aytona, explained to 

their superiors in Madrid that she could not be blamed for defying her nephew’s authority and 

giving in to her subjects, for ‘in the state in which things are at the moment, Her Highness or we 

as Your Majesty’s ministers cannot act out of choice but only out of necessity.’ The Spanish Low 

Countries in their turn regarded peace as a necessity, Aytona continued, and to argue with 

necessity might well provoke open rebellion of the loyal provinces:  

 

At our first refusal of that which they judge as necessary for their peace, they will 

reconcile with the rebels. For although they all show themselves most zealous for His 

Majesty’s service, they strive in the first place for their own preservation in the manner 

they see fit, and not in the way we persuade them.1 

 

Although the Council of State in Madrid did not like the way things had turned out, the 

councilors did appreciate the special situation, ‘and because the Council feels that (…) although 

under different circumstances we should not permit it, now they seem tolerable and we have to 

endure them.’2 Some months later, the royal confessor Fray Antonio de Sotomayor repeated that 

                                                            
1 ‘En el estado en que aora estan las cosas, ni Su Alteza ni los ministros de Vuestra Magestad obramos por 
eleccion sino por necesidad, porque a la primera negativa que se les de en lo que ellos juzgan por 
necessario para su quietud se ajustaran con los rebeldes, que aunque todos se muestran zelossisimos del 
servicio de Vuestra Magestad, procuran en primer lugar su conservación en la forma que ellos entienden y 
no en la que nosotros les persuadimos.’ Aytona to Olivares, 20 September 1632, quoted in René Vermeir, 
En estado de guerra: Felipe IV y Flandes, 1621-1665, trans. Lieve Behiels (Córdoba: Universidad de 
Córdoba, 2006), 71-72. 
2 ‘Y siendo esto el sentimiento del Consejo (...) que aunque en otro estado no debieran admitirse, hoi 
pareçen tolerables y que se deben sobrellevar.’ Consulta Consejo de Estado, 2 March 1633, AGS Estado 
Legajo 2047, f. 31. 
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in spite of the possible harm done, they should now hope that the Dutch Republic would be 

contented with their peace overtures. And if not, ‘we will have to compromise with necessity.’3  

 The appeal of necessity was powerful in seventeenth-century Europe. According to 

Justus Lipsius’s Six Books of Politics, a key influence in contemporary political discourse in the 

monarchy of Spain, necessity created by unusual circumstances could temporarily suspend 

moral or religious laws. As long as it was directed towards the common good rather than the 

pursuit of personal glory, necessity could allow a statesman to dissemble or utter certain kinds 

of falsehoods. Necessity was a central concept in the Spanish monarchy’s reason of state, that is a 

pragmatic way of thinking and writing about preserving a ruler’s personal power and his ability 

to protect his dominion from internal and external threats.4 Nowhere was the need for theory 

and justifications of state management greater than in the Spanish empire, extended over three 

continents and constantly experiencing the strains of war and rebellion. Yet nowhere was its 

implementation more problematic than in this Catholic monarchy, steeped in ideals of justice, 

divine justifications of power and kingship, and messianic rhetoric that tied its fate closely to the 

cause of the Faith. In reason-of-state discourse, this tension between moral and religious 

principles and political pragmatism was constantly present – in the writings on political theory, 

but also as it entered the political arena.  

Although Spanish reason of state as a body of literature has received some attention 

from historians of political thought, no attempt has been made to systematically trace how it 

functioned in action. This has been a missed opportunity, for not only was reason of state as a 

discourse closely entwined with political practice, many individual reason-of-state authors also 

had active careers in royal service, in the course of which they produced source material which 

intellectual historians have hitherto left untouched. Uniting published sources with a broad 

range of archival material, this dissertation explores reason of state in a number of theoretical 

and practical contexts in the Spanish monarchy of the first half of the seventeenth century. It 

asks how individuals negotiated the tension between principle and pragmatism in both theory 

and practice, and how in this process they made use of history.  

History was closely connected to reason of state through political prudence, which was 

seen as a key requirement in the art of stable and efficient rule. Authors agreed that a ruler 

acquired prudence through experience, which included personal experience and especially 

knowledge of history. Many individuals who thought about history and politics also encountered 

the tension between principle and pragmatism in concrete circumstances in the course of their 

service to the Spanish king. This was especially the case when they engaged with the war in the 

                                                            
3 ‘Se habra de contemporizar con la neçesidad.’ Consulta Consejo de Estado, 6 June 1633, AGS Estado Leg. 
2047, f. 29. 
4 Maurizio Viroli, From Politics to Reason of State: The Acquisition and Transformation of the Language of 
Politics, 1250-1600 (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 3. 
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Netherlands, which undermined the Spanish monarchy’s military and financial position like no 

other confict, and lasted so long that each year added to its own history. I contend that in 

practice, thinkers and agents used the act of organizing information – drawn from classical and 

recent history, their own experience and analyses of current circumstances – to rhetorically 

present the condition of necessity. This was encouraged by contemporary practices of managing 

the large quantities of historical examples by breaking down histories into quotes, 

commonplaces and anecdotes, and organizing them in compilations and commonplace books. 

Since there existed no unambiguous set of conditions to determine when necessity had arrived, 

individuals had the liberty to demonstrate its presence by presenting certain circumstances, 

based on selected bits of information from the present and the past.  

 

Forms of reason-of-state thinking can be traced from antiquity through the Middle Ages, but a 

definite leap was taken by Niccolò Machiavelli with The Prince.5 Machiavelli radically proposed 

that feigning virtues and a calculated use of deceit should be employed by rulers to maintain 

their position in the realm of actual politics. In the reception of his works from the sixteenth 

century until the present day, the very name Machiavelli has often been equated with wicked 

government without morality. Although Francesco Guicciardini was the first to properly use the 

term ‘reason of state’, it was Giovanni Botero who in 1589 established it with his treatise On 

Reason of State, defining reason of state as knowledge of the means by which a stable rule over a 

people may be founded, preserved and extended.6 Published in the same year, Lipsius’ Six Books 

of Politics provided guidelines on how to rule with reason in order to secure the welfare of the 

community. In a famous discussion of the ruler’s use of deceit, Lipsius argued that it was not 

realistic to expect him to uphold strict rules of moral righteousness in the face of a complicated 

political reality.7 It could be right for a ruler to depart slightly from moral laws, but only if the 

condition of necessity pertained.8 In its late sixteenth-century reception, Lipsian reason of state 

                                                            
5 Richard Tuck, Philosophy and Government, 1572-1651, 26 (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 
1993), 7; Quentin Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought, Vol. 1: The Renaissance 
(Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 1978), 126–28. 
6 Giovanni Botero, The Reason of State, eds Pamela Joan Waley, Daniel Philip Waley, and Robert Peterson 
(London: Routledge, 1956), 3; Jan Waszink, ‘Introduction’, in Politica: Six Books of Politics or Political 
Instruction (Assen: Royal Van Gorcum, 2004), 44; Viroli, From Politics to Reason of State, 178–200; Tuck, 
Philosophy and Government, 36–40. 
7 Justus Lipsius, Politica: Six Books of Politics or Political Instruction, trans. and ed. Jan Waszink (Assen: Van 
Gorcum, 2004), book 4, chapter 14, p. 531. 
8 Richard Tuck and Christopher Brooke both drew attention to the influence of Machiavelli on Lipsius 
which he himself acknowledged, particularly on the issue of legitimate deceit. Tuck, Philosophy and 
Government, 57–8; Christopher Brooke, Philosophic Pride: Stoicism and Political Thought from Lipsius to 
Rousseau (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2012), 18, 27–8. As Harald Braun has pointed out, 
although early modern Catholic doctrine was unanimous in its condemnation of lying, much less 
agreement existed where it concerned other, seemingly different strategies of deception, technically 
known as simulation and dissimulation. Harald Braun, Juan de Mariana and Early Modern Spanish Political 
Thought (Burlington, V.T.: Ashgate, 2007), 119, 132. 
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was widely regarded to be a morally sound alternative to Machiavelli’s. Lipsius was not 

concerned only with power or glory, but instead looked for harmony between the useful and the 

just.9 

Modern historians have argued over what reason of state is or should be. Quentin 

Skinner has shown how the concept of the state had developed during fifteenth century in the 

context of the unstable political reality of the Italian city-states, out of the need to advise rulers 

on how to hold on to their status principe, or their state or standing as effective rulers of their 

territories.10 The territorial component of this conception of ‘state’ can best be understood as an 

‘estate’, or the lands which belonged to the ruler as his personal property.11 With this definition 

of the state, its reason was the art of preserving and sometimes augmenting that stable rule or 

dominion in the face of internal and external threats.12 The first historian to identify reason of 

state as a political doctrine was Friedrich Meinecke, who has defined the so-called ideology of 

‘Machiavellism’ as a proper divide between morality and politics, and has traced the fixed set of 

reason-of-state characteristics through four centuries of political philosophy.13 Meinecke 

perceived two types of ‘Machiavellism’: one that rejected Machiavelli’s ‘doctrine’ as completely 

evil, and one that opposed him only on the surface but secretly made use of his writings. This 

largely corresponded to the distinction commonly made in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries between ‘true’ and ‘false’ reason of state, of which the first was regarded as limited by 

Providence and justice, and the second implied plain Machiavellian ‘godlessness’.  

Although Meinecke did not extend his narrative to Spain, the political philosopher 

Antonio Maravall has distinguished Spanish Baroque authors who rejected the Machiavellian 

‘doctrine’ altogether and those who accepted his ideology in part, aiming at an integration of 

                                                            
9 Waszink, ‘Introduction’, 90; Robert Bireley, The Counter-Reformation Prince: Anti-Machiavellianism or 
Catholic Statecraft in Early Modern Europe (Chapel Hill, N.C.: The University of North Carolina Press, 
1990), 45; Brooke, Philosophic Pride, 33. For reasoning similar to that of Lipsius on this point, see Braun, 
Juan de Mariana, 125, 128. 
10 Quentin Skinner, Visions of Politics, Vol. 2: Renaissance Virtues (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002), 374–76. 
11 The concept of state was still distinct from ‘commonwealth’, which implied the entire political 
community of territory, population and government. Only by the middle of the seventeenth century was 
‘state’ (or estado, stato, état, Staat) used in a more abstract way to describe an entire political community, 
distinct from the idea of the prince’s personal power. Ibid., 402–4. Although the history of the early 
modern period is often described in terms of the emergence of the ‘modern’ sovereign state, for much of 
the period, the concepts of ‘state’ and ‘sovereign’ were not straightforwardly identified with one another. 
The state was a political concept describing the dominion or rule of a particular prince, while sovereignty 
was rather a jurisprudential concept describing a particular bundle of rights and privileges. Edward 
Keene, International Political Thought: A Historical Introduction (Cambridge etc.: Polity, 2005). 
12 Friedrich Ernst Meinecke, Machiavellism: The Doctrine of Raison d’Etat and Its Place in Modern History, 
trans. Werner Stark (London: Routledge, 1984), 45; José Antonio Maravall, ‘Maquiavelo y maquiavelismo 
en España’, in Estudios de historia del pensamiento español (Madrid: Ediciones Cultura Hispánica, 1983), 
39-72; Peter Burke, ‘Tacitism, Scepticism, and Reason of State’, in The Cambridge History of Political 
Thought, 1450-1700, ed. James Burns and Mark Goldie (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 
1991), 480-1. 
13 Meinecke, Machiavellism, passim. 
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Machiavelli’s innovations into the familiar framework of Christian morality. Keith Howard has 

recently revisited the ways in which specific Machiavellian ideas were incorporated by writers 

in Counter-Reformation Spain and adapted to their Catholic readership, arguing that much of the 

animosity towards Machiavelli was rhetorical pretence.14 The Spanish Baroque version of reason 

of state as a ‘doctrine’ has been extensively addressed in a survey by José Fernández-Santamaría. 

Whereas during the sixteenth century writers were largely occupied with the ethics and 

propriety of reason of state, Fernández has argued, around the turn of the century the debate 

moved away from moral political consciousness to more practical questions about the nature of 

statecraft. These ‘realists’ were concerned with discovering general maxims in politics and 

statecraft, and finding ways to teach them.15 

The interpretation of reason of state as a doctrine is rather rigid, which makes it difficult 

to appreciate its provenance and the way it changed as it was practiced by different people in 

different contexts. In this vein, Meinecke’s groundwork was substantially challenged in 1992 by 

Maurizio Viroli who, building on the recent developments in contextualism, approached politics 

and reason of state as languages rather than as a set of clear-cut ideas. Comparing Italian 

political discourse from the thirteenth to the seventeenth centuries, Viroli described a revolution 

in the language of politics in the late sixteenth century, in which the idea of politics transformed 

from a ‘noble art’ to the practical craft of reason of state. This transformation could be observed 

in the changing meaning of individual terms, especially ‘reason’ and ‘prudence’.16 The 

deconstruction of reason of state as an ideology has progressed ever since. Harro Höpfl has 

called it a ‘vogue term’ in practical discourse rather than a theory-backed concept, and Joan-Pau 

Rubiés has demonstrated that there existed many reasons of state, including a non-monarchical 

form in the Crown of Aragon, based on its constitutional traditions.17 Even Peter Burke’s 

characterization of reason of state as a ‘genre’ has been accused of creating the impression of 

being too solid a concept.18 Over the years, Conal Condren, in particular, has argued extensively 

against fitting reason of state or any form of early modern political thought into the cast of 

                                                            
14 Keith Howard, The Reception of Machiavelli in Early Modern Spain (Woodbridge: Tamesis, 2014), passim, 
but see 4-5, 11, 97-8. 
15 José Fernández-Santamaria, Reason of State and Statecraft in Spanish Political Thought, 1595-1640 
(Lanham, M.D. etc.: University Press of America, 1983), xiv–xv, 139-41, and passim. 
16 Within the Ciceronian language of politics, ‘reason’ meant ‘recta ratio’ or the teacher of the universal 
principles of equity, whereas in reason-of-state discourse, ‘reason’ was purely instrumental, signifying the 
capacity to calculate the appropriate means of preserving the state. ‘Prudence’ changed from a Christian 
virtue into a key political skill or the means of asserting what was appropriate for the preservation of the 
state. Viroli, From Politics to Reason of State, 2–4. 
17 Harro Höpfl, ‘Orthodoxy and Reason of State’, History of Political Thought, no. 2 (2002): 211–37; Joan-
Pau Rubiés, ‘Reason of State and Constitutional Thought in the Crown of Aragon, 1580-1640’, The 
Historical Journal, no. 1 (1995): 1–15. 
18 Burke, ‘Tacitism, Scepticism, and Reason of State’, 479–89; Conal Condren, ‘Reason of State and 
Sovereignty in Early Modern England: a Question of Ideology?’, Parergon: Journal of the Australian and 
New Zealand Association for Medieval and Early Modern Studies 28, no. 2 (2011): 18. 
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ideology. Even isolating political discourse as an independent field seemed to Condren artificial 

given the entanglement of tacit understandings and expectations in early modern rhetoric.19 

Seventeenth-century theories and arguments, Condren has contended, were formulated for 

different purposes and, once developed, were used differently again. He has accordingly 

characterized reason of state as a ‘portable rhetoric’, used to refer to exceptional circumstances 

in order to legitimize questionable political behaviour.20 

Even though these historians since Viroli have consistently highlighted the practical and 

shifting nature of reason of state, no attempt has been made to explore if and how reason of 

state was present in negotiations, deliberations and decision-making in concrete political 

situations. Is it possible to capture this slippery rhetoric in political practice? Condren’s 

emphasis on how its seventeenth-century practitioners viewed reason of state fundamentally in 

casuistic terms seems crucial in this regard. Central to casuistic reasoning was the axiom that 

there are occasions when any given ethical rule or prohibition loses its authority in the face of 

higher or different requirements. This casuistry was signalled by evoking the abnormality of 

circumstance: normally we should do x, but in extraordinary circumstances, it is permissible, or 

necessary, to do y.21 This dissertation adopts Condren’s conception of reason of state as a 

portable rhetoric and builds on his observation about the politics of casuistry. This suits what 

reason of state was ultimately about: to allow statesmen to say and do things in real politics 

which would normally conflict with moral conscience, or enable individuals to reason their way 

out of dilemmas where every solution entails violating the principles of equity. 

By exploring reason of state in the context of political practice, this dissertation intends 

to go beyond the works of Maravall and Fernández-Santamaría which, by treating the theory and 

‘doctrine’ of Spanish reason of state, cover only part of the story of this political language 

intended for practice. To do justice to its full range, we need to examine how reason of state in 

the Spanish monarchy originated in response to the pressing conflict between principles of 

conscience and the demands of realism in complex political situations, and examine its use in the 

realm of actual politics. This can be done, I contend, by investigating the use of reason of state by 

individuals who not only reflected on politics and history, but also acted as soldiers, diplomats, 

informants and counsellors within the transnational government structures of the monarchy. 

The war in the Netherlands is especially relevant here, in view of its significance in 

compromising the position of the Spanish monarchy but also because the conflict’s long duration 

endowed it with its own history, on which agents were forced to reflect during the course of 

their duties. By applying new insights in the history of early modern scholarship to published 

                                                            
19 Conal Condren, Argument and Authority in Early Modern England: The Presupposition of Oaths and 
Offices (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 4, 10, 343. 
20 Condren, ‘Reason of State and Sovereignty’, 12, 15, 18 (quote). 
21 Ibid., 14. See also Condren, Argument and Authority, 173-82. 
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sources such as treatises on history and politics and translations of classical historians, we can 

find out how authors of political prose tried to use history to devise lessons for the political 

present. And by uniting this with archival sources such as correspondence, confidential reports, 

memoranda, and minutes of council meetings, we can trace how these individuals used 

information management to confront the dilemmas between conscience and realism in political 

practice. I argue that individual thinkers and agents in the Spanish monarchy in their writing 

and rhetoric used a combination of scholarly methods of organizing (historical) information 

with modes of moral casuistry to present or manipulate circumstances that would add up to a 

situation of necessity, which could override elements of moral law. This allowed them to unite 

politics and principle in theory, and especially in the practice of the political arena. 

This dissertation explores reason of state in the Spanish monarchy, with these dynamics 

of (historical) information and political necessity, by focusing on three main and connected 

elements. Firstly, it investigates ideas about the uses of history in politics and the distinguishing 

between modern and ancient history. Through a study of the reception of Lipsius’ Politica in the 

Spanish monarchy, Chapter 1 traces the use of ancient and modern history in the political theory 

of reason of state. Vernacular translations of the Politica can provide evidence of how individuals 

engaged with Lipsius’ text, and through this, how they thought about turning history into a 

reason of state that suited the political present. In their translations of Lipsius’ Politica the 

Spaniard Don Bernardino de Mendoza and the Italian Ercole Cato articulated a particularly 

‘Catholic’ version of Lipsius’ ideas about politics and the state. In this process they experimented 

with organizing knowledge and information, as well as with making Lipsian reason of state 

explicit and legitimizing amoral political behavior with his concept of necessity. 

Chapter 2 explores another way in which authors drew on history, namely through 

advocating engagement with the past in order to devise ways to improve future politics. The 

historical works of Tacitus were praised by contemporaries for their sharp insights into the 

realities of power politics, and the chapter traces the use of Tacitus’ histories as lessons from the 

past in statecraft, both in theory and in the political arena. A number of Spanish Tacitist thinker-

agents used historical analogies and the authority of history and precedent in order to persuade 

others to adopt certain policies and tried to use the past in order to forecast and possibly 

manipulate the future. Spanish Tacitists were conscious of the phenomenon of historical change 

and generally aware of the time span that separated their world from the one Tacitus had 

described, but this did not lead them to reject the classical histories as sources of exempla or 

guides to the present. Especially in the political arena they could effortlessly employ 

anachronistic analogies between the Tacitean past and the present, and select historical facts 

from the past in order to project a likely future course. 
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A second context encompasses the limitations and opportunities of the continuity 

between theory and practice in reason of state. It is explored in Chapter 3 based on the 

theoretical and practical activities of Virgilio Malvezzi, a political-historical writer from Bologna 

who had a high-flying career in Spanish service in the 1630s and 1640s. In a body of political-

historical prose, Malvezzi managed to compose a mosaic of specific circumstances and general 

wisdoms to paint a picture of the Spanish monarchy’s politics as driven both by power and by 

moral reason. The reality of the political arena which Malvezzi experienced as a diplomatic 

agent, where all individuals acted according to their own interpretation of necessity, was far 

removed from this controlled and reasonable image. Thus there was a gap between theory and 

practice which the author did not question or reflect on, yet in both realms there was continuity 

in the way Malvezzi constructed and deconstructed arguments and narratives, including 

unexpected political occurrences or morally questionable behaviour.  

The last context is the way the language of reason of state could be adapted to navigate 

the tension between principle and pragmatism within the complex situation of a composite 

monarchy. Here, a myriad of players with different and often conflicting interests needed to be 

kept in line under royal authority. As a case in point, Chapter 4 treats the deliberations between 

the 1620s and 1640s about how to proceed in the war with the Dutch Republic. The Dutch 

rebellion against the Spanish monarchy that had begun in 1567 had turned into a lengthy war, 

draining the Spanish treasury and undermining the monarchy’s authority and reputation. 

Thinker-agents frequently debated ways of ending this war, in which many of them had played 

an active part. They brought together individual experience, analyses of recent decades, classical 

histories and commonplace knowledge in order to conceive of and formulate strategies that 

often conflicted with rules of morality and royal conscience. Their reason of state might not 

always have solved the problems, but it did constitute a language that could be adapted to 

express ethically questionable ideas and opinions safely, resulting in a greater range of options 

for political action.  

Exploring these main elements of reason of state – the use of history in politics, the 

(dis)continuity between theory and practice, and reason of state’s versatile operation in a 

complex political reality – this dissertation intends to demonstrate that deconstructing a 

political discourse by studying its creation and its practical use can provide new understanding 

of the interaction between early modern political discourse and the social and cultural contexts 

of early modern political life. The friction between conscience and pragmatic politics was a 

European phenomenon, tied to the challenges of modernizing states. In the Spanish monarchy, 

this can be observed as through a magnifying glass. In comparison with other states, Spanish 

dominion was both more extended and complicated, and also more grounded in and entangled 

with the demands of morality and religion. The early modern Spanish monarchy, alive with well-
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documented thinker-agents thinking and writing and going about their political business, 

pioneered on an unprecedented scale the solving of the political-moral dilemmas of the age. 

The remainder of this introduction outlines the historical and historiographical 

developments necessary to place this research in its relevant contexts. I will first explore the 

relationship between politics and morality in political languages before reason of state, 

suggesting how reason of state is believed to have emerged from this background, and how this 

relates to casuistry. Next, I will develop the relationship between reason of state and history, and 

outline recent work on the early modern uses of the past, developments in early modern 

historical scholarship, and methods of coping with so-called ‘information overload’. Thirdly, I 

will outline the methods and sources used in this research and situate these within the broader 

context of developments within the research into the global Spanish monarchy.  

Politics, morality and the power of casuistry 

If we take the core of reason of state to be a tentative separation of religion and morality from 

politics, then what it problematized was the intrinsic link between politics and morality 

anchored in political discourse that was conventional at the time. Historians have generally 

differentiated between two ‘languages of political theory’ during the sixteenth century: a ‘legal’ 

language of natural law theory and a ‘political’ language evolving from humanist traditions, 

which was the most direct ancestor of the language of reason of state.22 Richard Tuck has 

pointed out how these two ways of thinking about politics and ethics in Europe were 

distinguished by separate Latin vocabularies. The legal language, the most established of the 

two, was based above all on the Politics and Ethics of Aristotle, and in Spain it was articulated 

predominantly by the neo-Thomist natural-law theorists of the Salamanca School. The ‘political’ 

language was based on Roman rhetorical models, above all Cicero’s De Officiis, which after a 

confrontation with Christian writers during the Renaissance evolved into Christian-Ciceronian 

humanism.23 From this Christian-Ciceronian discourse, which spread from the Italian peninsula 

to Spain and flourished during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Spanish reason of state 

first evolved.24 

The established natural-law theorists, mostly jurists and theologians affiliated with the 

main universities, tended to write theological-philosophical treatises centring on justice, with 

                                                            
22 I shall return to the ‘languages’ below. See the essays by Anthony Pagden and John Pocock in Anthony 
Pagden, ed., The Languages of Political Theory in Early-Modern Europe (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge 
University Press, 1987); and Quentin Skinner, Visions of Politics, 3 vols (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002); and for its use in a recent synthesis: Keene, International Political Thought. 
23 Richard Tuck, Philosophy and Government, 1572-1651 (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 
1993), 7. 
24 For the spread of the discourse from the Italian states to Spain, see José A. Fernández-Santamaria, The 
State, War and Peace: Spanish Political Thought in the Renaissance, 1516-1559 (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge 
University Press, 1977), 239, 246; Grace Magnier, Pedro de Valencia and the Catholic Apologists of the 
Expulsion of the Moriscos: Visions of Christianity and Kingship (Leiden etc.: Brill, 2010), 6–19. 
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the leading question of ‘what was right’. In Castile, this tradition was particularly well developed, 

and the Salamanca School and especially Francisco de Vitoria have been studied extensively.25 A 

key doctrine in linking politics to Christian morality held by scholastics throughout Catholic 

Europe was that political power was vested in kings by God, giving them a divine right to have 

and hold sovereign power.26 During the sixteenth century, the divine right of kings became a 

commonplace among authors of all kinds.27 Vitoria created what Antonio Maravall has called a 

‘systematic and modern’ elaboration of the divine right of kings, liberating it of its medieval 

associations and placing it firmly within natural law.28 The idea that a king ruled by divine right 

meant that his subjects were morally obliged to obey him, but it also bound the king to his most 

important duty as head of the commonwealth, namely to look after the common good. Within 

Vitoria’s scheme, the king was the supreme embodiment of secular or civil power, dispensing 

justice through positive law. The ultimate end and concern of the state, here signifying the 

coercive exercise of the ruler’s power, was the common good.29 

The humanists who practiced the ‘political’ language worked mostly outside the 

universities, and by the sixteenth century they were typically dedicated to actively improving 

politics and society through ‘practical’ disciplines such as history and rhetoric. The principal 

genre for this language was the mirror for princes, handbooks designed to teach rulers how to 

create a virtuous commonwealth and govern as a good Christian prince.30 The works of Cicero, in 

particular, were eagerly read as lessons in moral politics. Cicero had, of course, been a pagan, but 

confronted with the Christian discourse, the meaning of many of the Roman key terms were 

given a new connotation.31 The Christian-Ciceronian way of thinking about politics and ethics 

                                                            
25 The past decades have seen a new appreciation by historians of philosophy for the neo-scholasticism of 
the Salamanca School. See Fernández-Santamaria, The State, War and Peace, 2–3; James Burns, 
‘Scholasticism: Survival and Revival’, in The Cambridge History of Political Thought, 1450-1700, eds James 
Burns and Mark Goldie (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 133; Quentin Skinner, The 
Foundations of Modern Political Thought, Vol. 2: The Age of Reformation (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge 
University Press, 1978), 135. See also Bernice Hamilton, Political Thought in Sixteenth-Century Spain: A 
Study of the Political Ideas of Vitoria, De Soto, Suárez, and Molina (Oxford etc.: Clarendon Press, 1963). 
26 In Spain, the doctrine of divine origins of royal power appeared in the middle of the fifteenth century in 
constitutional documents, with King Juan II referring to himself as the ‘place holder’ of God on earth. God 
had made kings his ‘vicarios’, and especially the Catholic Kings were keen to affirm the doctrine and their 
status as place holders of God. During the reign of the Catholic Kings, the doctrine no longer came to 
characterize power as divine in origin, but as something the kings had a divine right to hold. Thus it had 
evolved into the ‘modern’ doctrine of divine right of kings. José Antonio Maravall, Estado moderno y 
mentalidad social (siglos XV a XVII), Tomo I (Madrid: Revista de Occidente, 1972), 260–3. 
27 Although it was also nuanced by theologians like Suárez. See Skinner, Foundations Vol. 2, 1978, 164. 
28 Maravall, Estado moderno y mentalidad social (siglos XV a XVII), Tomo I, 261–62. 
29 Fernández-Santamaria, The State, War and Peace, 74; Burns, ‘Scholasticism: Survival and Revival’, 154–
55. 
30 The mirror-for-princes genre had originated in classical antiquity and was practised throughout the 
Middle Ages. It was reinvented during the Italian Renaissance thanks to the rediscovery of Roman moral 
philosophy. Keene, International Political Thought, 111. 
31 Tuck, Philosophy and Government, 6 (quote), 9, 12. Cicero first wrote about a special ‘interest’ of the 
state, meaning that the public interest could render certain actions permissible that would under normal 
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became the leading stylistic and moral alternative to the political writing within the language of 

natural law. Its basic premises were that what is morally right is also expedient and that which 

serves the common interest also serves the individual. The prince needed to live and rule in a 

virtuous manner, linking classical virtues such as prudence, temperance, courage and justice 

with Christian ideas about piety, faith and honesty. Such practice would be sufficient to ensure 

his own, and also his state’s, glory and honour.32  

It was within the mirror-for-princes genre that reason of state was first articulated, since 

the advice book suited its pragmatic character. Both Machiavelli and Lipsius worked within the 

mirror-for-princes genre with The Prince and Politica, using the format to criticize its political 

morality. Richard Tuck has called Machiavelli’s an ‘extreme Ciceronianism’, for Machiavelli saw 

the full extent of the implications of Cicero’s central belief that the survival and advancement of 

the republic had to take precedence over all other things and that the conventional virtues might 

not always be instrumental to this end.33 In their late-sixteenth- and early-seventeenth-century 

reception, the crucial difference between ‘Lipsian’ and ‘Machiavellian’ reason of state was that 

unlike Machiavelli, Lipsius was not indifferent to morality. It could be right for a prince to depart 

slightly from moral laws, ‘but only in order to preserve his position, never to extend it. For 

Necessity, being a great defender of the weakness of man, breaks every law.’34 A ruler had the 

responsibility to ensure the morality of his people as an effect of his rule through the order and 

safety he brought, and even if he occasionally needed to break moral laws, he aimed at moral 

greatness.35 

Applying notions of necessity to legitimize questionable moral behaviour was no novelty 

in political thought, and importantly, moral theory had never been absolute.36 Casuistry or ‘case 

morality’ provided room for negotiation. Rooted in Cicero’s De officiis as well as in Aristotle’s 

Ethics, casuistry was the practical art of applying general moral principles to concrete and 

specific circumstances through an examination of the morality of particular actions, based on the 

circumstances of time, place and person. Casuistry was elaborated in textbooks and confessors’ 

manuals, in which, for instance, sinful acts would be defined and then explicated according to the 

various circumstances that might render them more or less sinful.37 Nicole Reinhardt has 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
circumstances not be legitimate. Gaines Post, Studies in Medieval Legal Thought, Public Law and the State, 
1100-1322 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1964), 301–9. 
32 Waszink, ‘Introduction’, 33; Skinner, Foundations Vol. 2, 126–28. 
33 Tuck, Philosophy and Government, 20. 
34 Lipsius, Politica, 4.14, 531. 
35 Waszink, ‘Introduction’, 90; Bireley, The Counter-Reformation Prince, 45; Brooke, Philosophic Pride, 33; 
Braun, Juan de Mariana, 125, 128. 
36 Medieval authors, for instance, were often prepared to accept that ‘necessity’ could justify temporary 
suspensions of the law. Post, Studies in Medieval Legal Thought, 263, 284; Tuck, Philosophy and 
Government, 7; Viroli, From Politics to Reason of State, 271–72. 
37 Harro Höpfl, Jesuit Political Thought: The Society of Jesus and the State, c. 1540-1630 (Cambridge etc.: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 22, 16–17, 89; Hilaire Kallendorf, Conscience on Stage: The Comedia as 
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recently demonstrated that at the courts of the Catholic monarchies of Spain and France, 

theologians and royal confessors played active parts as political counsellors. Providing moral 

guidance and counsel of conscience in intricate political decisions, they could often exercise 

considerable political influence.38 Through casuistry and the plea of necessity, theologians were 

to an extent able to reconcile religious orthodoxy with practical politics.39 In his study on how 

tacit understanding and expectations of office shaped the moral argument of early modern 

England, Conal Condren has outlined how a questionable act in one capacity might become 

allowable if subordinated to the moral requirements of an office. In any given case, one sort of 

duty might take precedence over another, or as Condren has illustrated: ‘what the servant could 

not say, the counsellor must; what the woman could not steal, the mother might.’40 If the scope of 

the office was considered, a politic lie might be justified casuistically. 

An important difference between the earlier notions of necessity and the late-sixteenth-

century version that features in this dissertation is scale. For classical and medieval thinkers, 

‘necessity’ was not a normal condition of politics, merely something which occasionally 

intervened to provide justification. Condren called this ‘exceptional casuistry’ or an appeal to 

emergency or necessity that might excuse wrongdoing. It was not a clear type of moral argument 

but ‘an overly elliptical justification tacitly assuming some good end to mitigate desperate 

means.’41 But because of the social and religious turmoil in the sixteenth century, and especially 

in the midst of draining conflicts for the Spanish monarchy, such as the Dutch Revolt, agents, 

thinkers and soldiers constantly perceived the condition of necessity as close at hand. This 

forced authors and actors to regularly return to the question: what qualifies necessity? Can it be 

recognized, and perhaps be rhetorically created or manipulated, in order to justify political 

behaviour? Circumstances were of all-overriding importance, and this is where the histories of 

scholarship and information management become relevant. Selecting and organizing 

information from the present and the past was what many thinkers and agents did in order to 

paint a dramatic scene, thus rhetorically creating extenuating circumstances that could 

legitimate stretching the boundaries of political action. 

 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
Casuistry in Early Modern Spain (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007), 5–11; Robert Bireley, The 
Jesuits and the Thirty Years War: Kings, Courts, and Confessors (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003), passim. See also Edmund Leites, ed., Conscience and Casuistry in Early Modern Europe 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988). 
38 Nicole Reinhardt, Voices of Conscience: Royal Confessors and Political Counsel in Seventeenth-Century 
Spain and France (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016). 
39 Höpfl, Jesuit Political Thought, 22, 135. 
40 Condren, Argument and Authority, 181–82. 
41 Ibid., 176. See also Tuck, Philosophy and Government, 223. 
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Image 1: ‘Prudentia’, Crispijn van der Passe, ca1580-1588  
(Collection Rijksmuseum Amsterdam) 

 

History between scholarship and information management 

Giovanni Botero emphasized the importance of a statesman’s knowledge about history by calling 

history ‘the mother of prudence’.42 In contemporary depictions the personification of prudence 

was usually shown looking over her shoulder with a mirror, referring to her knowledge of the 

past (Image 1).43 The importance of history as a guide to the political present was constantly 

                                                            
42 Viroli, From Politics to Reason of State, 252–55. The term ‘prudentia’ itself was a Ciceronian translation 
of phronesis or ‘practical wisdom’, and Catholic theologians and rhetoricians came to think of prudence as 
a Christian or moral virtue, concerned only with what was truly ‘good’ for man, in the sense of what is 
morally right, as well as with the rightful means to attain this. Braun, Juan de Mariana, 102–8. 
43 Lorenzo Ramírez de Prado, ‘Consejo y Consejeros de Príncipes [1617]’, in La razón de estado en España, 
201. See below, Chapter 2. Also a political counsellor should be a great historian, so that he would be able 
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emphasized by contemporaries, and the imitation of classical models had long been central to 

the humanist educational system, with Cicero’s historia magistra vitae as the ubiquitous 

commonplace. However, to conceive of and effectively accomplish turning (classical) history into 

a guide for the present was far from straightforward. Modern historians have often pointed to 

the paradox in Renaissance intellectual culture that accompanied the emergence of a sense of 

the past, namely that with the ‘rediscovery’ of antiquity the first Italian humanists in effect 

distanced themselves from the very epoch they adored, and to whose grandeur they wished to 

return.44 This issue had direct impact on the changing value and meaning of historical, especially 

classical, examples. Additionally, between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries new critical 

methods in the ‘art’ of history and philology increased awareness that classical texts were a 

product of their own time.45 This Ars Historica genre, Anthony Grafton has argued, challenged 

the rhetorical tradition of imitatio and the view of history above all as a source of exempla or 

‘moral and prudential precepts worked out in the concrete form of speeches, trials, battles.’46 

In spite of this contextualizing trend in scholarship, however, humanists tried to sustain 

what Zachary Schiffman has called a ‘living past’: they celebrated antiquity while deliberately 

trying to live in the presence of the past.47 The past was immediate and applicable to the present, 

and at the same time very different. Daniel Woolf has shown that this awareness of change was 

not limited to the realm of scholarly humanism or necessarily concerned with politics. In 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England, for instance, thought in general responded to 

observable change in the material and cultural environment. By 1700, English minds had grown 

accustomed to the fact of innovation and novelty, if sometimes reluctantly.48 In her recent 

monograph on memory in early modern Europe, Judith Pollmann has argued that old and new 

ways of thinking about the past came to exist side by side. The emergence of new ways of 

engaging with the past and a sense of distance did not necessarily replace anachronistic modes 

of thought. People were well aware of the existence of change, and the use of historical analogies 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
to bring together the experiences of all ages and many men. Fernández-Santamaria, Reason of State and 
Statecraft, 157–58. 
44 Peter Burke, The Renaissance Sense of the Past (London: Edward Arnold, 1969), 28; Larry F. Norman, 
The Shock of the Ancient: Literature and History in Early Modern France (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2011), 36–37. 
45 In a seminal article, George Nadel described the dominant conception of history between 1550 and 
1750 as ‘the exemplar theory of history’. George Nadel, ‘Philosophy of History before Historicism’, History 
and Theory 3, no. 3 (1964): 291–315. 
46 Anthony Grafton, What Was History? The Art of History in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge etc.: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 26, 30. 
47 Zachary Sayre Schiffman, The Birth of the Past (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2011), 10–
11, 141. Schiffman defines the ‘living past’ as ‘a synchronous space that preserves temporal differences 
while annihilating time’. 
48 Daniel Woolf, The Social Circulation of the Past: English Historical Culture, 1500-1730 (Oxford etc.: 
Oxford University Press, 2003), 21, 70 and chapters 1 and 2 passim. 
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was often a matter of choice. Those who used the past to do politics or to say something about 

the present knew full well that there were differences between past and present.49 

This dissertation supports the notion that an awareness of change and conscious use of 

the past in the present could coexist. As I will further elaborate in Chapter 2, I do not search for 

the birth of ‘modern’ historical thought in early modern Spain. Rather, as will be shown 

throughout this dissertation, the past was used in different ways to think about the monarchy 

and to practise politics in this complex state. Using the past to think about the present and future 

and to prognosticate the outcome of potential decisions threatened to conflict with a Catholic 

conception of Providence, which was held to be unknowable and should not be questioned. 

Many thinkers therefore managed to circumvent Providence by reflecting on present-day 

politics by mirroring them to, or projecting them onto, the ancient world. The Spanish Tacitists 

and also the thinker-agents engaged in the debates about peace or truce in the Netherlands 

(Chapter 4) also used the past as what Pollmann has called a ‘rhetorical technique for 

structuring a spin on the present.’50 This does not mean that thinkers and agents were unaware 

of the difference between the present and antiquity, but it does signal the central position of 

history and historical thought in early modern politics.  

Richard Kagan has studied how medieval and early modern Spanish rulers enlisted 

history in promoting their political and ideological agendas in his survey of ‘official history’, or 

history that was ‘authorized’ and received governmental sponsorship and support. Official 

history was intended to create a historical record that favours the interests and concerns of the 

ruler, to legitimate a ruler’s claim to power, or rally (public) support for a political program or 

set of beliefs.51 Kagan has, rightly I think, defended this ‘official history’ from modern scholars 

who dismissed it as empty and second-rate propaganda. The boundary between polemical and 

scholarly history was never well defined, Kagan has argued, and few early modern historians 

were free from ideological influences or polemical concerns. Rather than wilfully inventing or 

distorting the past, official historians, like lawyers writing legal briefs in support of their clients, 

manipulated facts and arranged evidence so as to construct a narrative that readers would 

accept as truthful.52 Where Kagan has shown how versions of the past were created to present 

an image of politics in order to support existing policies, this dissertation suggests that history 

was also crucial in the practice of politics, through the process of constructing a narrative that 

added up to necessity.  

                                                            
49 Judith Pollmann, Memory in Early Modern Europe, 1500-1800 (Oxford etc.: Oxford University Press, 
2017), 2, 51, 72. 
50 Ibid., 72. 
51 Richard Kagan, Clio and the Crown: The Politics of History in Medieval and Early Modern Spain (Baltimore, 
M.D.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009), 3. 
52 Ibid., 5-7. This did not often work, and Kagan’s study shows among other things that memory cannot be 
controlled (p. 14). 
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Leaving aside the question of distance between past and present, in recent years 

historians have paid special attention to the methods and practices with which early modern 

thinkers approached (classical) histories in order to discover political lessons for the present. 

Humanists largely treated written histories as warehouses of examples and precepts which, if 

they were processed and collected in an orderly fashion, would provide readers with a guide to 

political action. Accordingly, the historiographies of humanist scholarship and also those of 

historical thought have become closely tied to the history of reading, note taking and methods of 

excerpting and annotating. Jacob Soll, for instance, has drawn attention to the process by which 

Tacitus was read, broken down and ‘represented’ by scholarly editors, arguing that humanist 

scholarship was the basis of Tacitean political theory.53 Notebooks and commonplace books 

preserved classical material with the express purpose of applying it to the practical problems of 

modern life.54 Ann Blair and James Hankins have pointed out that the compilers of notebooks, in 

their attempts to classify and master the information drawn from the classics, reduced much of 

the information to tiny summaries, stripped of their local and temporal bearings.55 

The need to master information proceeded from what Ann Blair has famously 

characterized as the early modern information overload. Due to the spread of new printing 

techniques, improving channels of communication and intelligence, and increasing knowledge of 

the wider world, early modern Europeans were flooded with information. As a consequence, this 

period saw an unprecedented need for techniques of managing textual information and 

knowledge, in order to be able to turn it to practical use. Blair has demonstrated how this led to 

the emergence of crucial management operations, which she called the ‘4xS approach’ of the 

ever increasing accumulation of material: storing, sorting, selecting, and summarizing.56 Based 

on large numbers of manuscript notes and reference books, Blair has studied varied responses 

to the challenges of managing overabundant information. According to Blair, ‘for some two 

                                                            
53 Daniel Woolf, Reading History in Early Modern England (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), 106, 113; Jacob Soll, ‘Amelot de La Houssaye (1634-1706) Annotates Tacitus’, Journal of the History 
of Ideas 61, no. 2 (2000): 169.  
54 Grafton, What Was History?, 220; Schiffman, The Birth of the Past, 172–73, 175, 178. 
55 See Ann Blair, Too Much to Know: Managing Scholarly Information before the Modern Age (New Haven, 
C.T.: Yale University Press, 2010); James Hankins, Plato in the Italian Renaissance, Volume 1 (Leiden etc.: 
Brill, 1991), 7–26. 
56 This ‘4xS approach’ was not the only way in which contemporaries approached the early modern 
information explosion. Some chose the opposite tack, and rather than finding a method of coping with the 
growing amounts of information, they chose to ignore it, resulting in a stock of (philosophical) texts that 
started afresh with the first principles. Blair noted how René Descartes proposed to discard past 
authorities because their accumulation had become too great and too discordant. Blair, Too Much to Know, 
2–5, 6, 10; Filippo de Vivo emphasized in his social and political history on information and 
communication in Venice the importance of material means of communication progressing from orality to 
manuscript to print, emphasizing the history of reading and the book: Filippo de Vivo, Information and 
Communication in Venice: Rethinking Early Modern Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
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centuries printed humanist reference genres spread the use of increasingly sophisticated 

methods and tools of information management among compilers, printers and readers.’57  

Notebooks, commonplace books and reference works were designed to be used, 

including by men of action, in dealing with issues of modern life. Ann Moss has argued that the 

commonplace book played a crucial part in structuring Renaissance thought, for ‘the 

commonplace book worked as a memory store of quotations, which could be activated to 

verbalize present experience in the language of familiar moral paradigms (…); it marshalled 

excerpts from sources invested with the necessary degree of authority’.58 Since the 

commonplace book was part of the initial intellectual experience of all schoolchildren, Moss has 

contended, it was formative and programmatic, and it shaped the way they thought and 

determined the way they handled language.59 

These observations about information management and commonplace mentality are 

useful as a way to examine reason of state and the casuistry involved in its reasoning. 

Techniques of sorting, selecting and organizing information were, in fact, at the heart of reason 

of state, as extracted pieces of history and information were selected and organized to convey 

new meanings, and above all, create necessity. Much reason-of-state literature, in fact, consisted 

of organized compilations of references, quotations and historical anecdotes; Lipsius’ Politica, 

for instance, was essentially a selection of classical quotations interwoven with the author’s 

voice. In the political arena, as I demonstrate in this dissertation, thinker-agents could use this 

compiling of information to present a circumstance in which necessity pertained. A diplomatic 

agent reporting back to his superior could explain why he had needed to take a certain 

unorthodox decision through the selecting and ordering of ‘bits’ of information about the 

present state of affairs, historical precedents and commonplace experience. Information 

management is thus closely connected to the essential point of ‘moderate’ reason of state, with 

circumstances defining necessity, and necessity temporarily suspending moral law. In the 

absence of a fixed set of elements that determine it, necessity depends on the information given 

and on the way it is ordered. Bypassing morality, information legitimates power. 

                                                            
57 Blair, Too Much to Know, 6, 10. In his study of the Jean-Baptise Colbert’s intelligence system, Jacob Soll 
has demonstrated just how intimately a thorough mastering of all kinds of information was connected to 
political success and even to the emergence of the modern state. Jacob Soll, The Information Master: Jean-
Baptiste Colbert’s Secret State Intelligence System (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2012). 
58 Ann Moss, Printed Commonplace-Books and the Structuring of Renaissance Thought (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1996), vi. Although most of Moss’ oeuvre is relevant in this context, see especially Ann Moss, ‘The 
Politica of Justus Lipsius and the Commonplace-Book’, Journal of the History of Ideas 59, no. 3 (1998): 421–
36. 
59 Moss, Printed Commonplace-Books, vii (quote), viii. 
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Contextualisms, ‘medium thoughts’ and the composite monarchy 

This dissertation integrates a number of methods to study the Spanish monarchy’s reason of 

state in theory and practice, through the contexts of the use of history, the continuity between 

theory and practice, and the operation of political discourse in a complex political reality. First, 

this research owes a great debt to the scholars who developed the method of contextualism from 

the 1970s onwards, introducing the idea of political thought as ‘political language’. Anthony 

Pagden, John Pocock and Quentin Skinner, among others, argued that what used to be known as 

the history of political ideas can be more accurately described as the history of political 

discourse.60 This was combined with the methodological innovation of giving thought a history, 

by studying the uttering of ideas as actions or acts of speech (either oral, scribal or 

typographical), that were conditioned by the contexts in which they were performed. We must 

know, Quentin Skinner pointed out, what an author was doing, and with what intentions, when 

he published a particular text.61 Language itself was the primary context, for it determined what 

could be said and was also modified by what was being said in it. These ‘political languages’ 

were idioms, rhetoric, specialized vocabularies, modes of discourse and ways of talking about 

politics, or the ‘registers’ in which specific propositions may intelligibly be cast.62 

The concept of a political language or discourse is a useful method to explain how reason 

of state originated and what this ‘revolution’ meant. Maurizio Viroli has done this by tracing the 

transition from ‘politics’ to reason of state, showing how the meaning of concepts like reason 

and prudence changed because they failed to make sense in the new sixteenth-century context. 

In this dissertation, the notion of political language is instrumental in discerning vocabularies 

and modes of speech which alert us to reason-of-state discourse, as authors often do not use or 

define the actual term ‘reason of state’. We can recognize a vocabulary including the key terms of 

prudence, necessity, circumstance, convenience, experience, interest; rhetoric such as 

counselling prudence to the prince; and modes of thought, mainly the casuistic treatment of 

morality, the pragmatism and the end-oriented nature of utterings. The first characteristic of 

reason-of-state discourse, besides the tension between (religious) morality and political realism, 

was its pragmatism and inclination towards action – what authors intended to do was doing 

something in the real world.63 

                                                            
60 John Pocock, ‘The Concept of a Language and the Métier d’historien: Some Considerations on Practice’, in 
The Languages of Political Theory in Early-Modern Europe, ed. Anthony Pagden (Cambridge etc.: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987), 19. 
61 Quentin Skinner, Visions of Politics, Vol. 1: Regarding Method (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002), 103–28; Pocock, ‘The Concept of a Language’, 19, 31. 
62 Anthony Pagden, ‘Introduction’, in The Languages of Political Theory in Early-Modern Europe, ed. 
Anthony Robin Pagden (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 1–3; Pocock, ‘The Concept of 
a Language’, 19–21, 33–34. 
63 More recently intellectual historians have developed contextualism in order to look beyond discursive 
contexts, directing their attention to new contexts in which ideas originated and interacted. Their outlook 
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If we want to explore the continuity between theory and practice, or the way individuals 

treated politics and history in their scholarly writing related to how they managed these topics 

in the course of their political activities, the most effective method is to study individuals who 

were active in both realms. Research should focus, as mentioned before, on authors from 

different parts of the Spanish monarchy who did not only engage with historical and political 

thought in their intellectual endeavours, but also served as political advisers, secretaries, 

informants, soldiers and diplomats. This method does, however, provoke some fundamental 

questions. Are these people worth studying at all? Fernández-Santamaría, for one, called the 

reason-of-state writings of the Spanish Baroque ‘inconsequential, repetitious, and in general 

mediocre’, so why study thinkers who have hardly left a mark on the development of the history 

of political thought?64 A second objection may arise from the question of source material. Does 

sufficient documentation exist to study these activities in the first place, and are these sources of 

such a nature that we can actually determine the individuals’ views and actions?  

With regard to the first question, this research has followed the trend in intellectual 

history which has emerged over the past two decades of studying what Emma Rothschild has 

called ‘medium thoughts’: minds ‘not especially estimable, or philosophical’ who reflected on 

what was happening in the real world in their own time. Debates between a Berlin journal editor 

and a French foreign ministry civil servant on global empires and their history could be a means 

to examine processes of appropriation and transformation of earlier conceptions, even if these 

individuals were not sublime intellectual innovators.65 Just like the historical and political 

writers who fill this dissertation, these ‘medium thoughts’ could hardly be called sublime in the 

sense that their works played an important role in the developments in political philosophy of 

the early modern period as did those of Machiavelli, Grotius or Hobbes. They certainly have not 

made it into the canon of early modern political philosophy. Yet working and thinking within the 

structure of the Habsburg monarchy during tumultuous times, thinker-agents such as Virgilio 

Malvezzi did attempt to position their ‘state’ in space and time, reflecting on its history, nature 

and future preservation. Malvezzi, for instance, left a wealth of material through which these 

views can be explored, ranging from political histories of the Spanish monarchy and biographies 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
has both broadened, focusing on the global and transnational character of ideas, and narrowed, 
investigating, for instance, how the form and layout of individual books influence content and readership. 
Following trends in cultural history, intellectual historians have been shifting their attention from 
nationally defined contexts to individual agents, situating the emergence and dissemination of ideas 
within transnational networks of empire, commerce or travel. David Armitage, Foundations of Modern 
International Thought (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 13. 
64 Fernández-Santamaria, Reason of State and Statecraft, xxi; see also Kenneth Schellhase, Tacitus in 
Renaissance Political Thought (Chicago, I.L.: University of Chicago Press, 1976), xii. 
65 Emma Rothschild, ‘Language and Empire, c.1800’, Historical Research 78, no. 200 (2005): 209–10, 221. 
The idea of ‘medium thoughts’ was mentioned in Armitage, Foundations, 31. 
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of Roman and biblical kings, to sheets full of reading and writing notes, and extensive 

correspondence with many of the great soldiers, artists and statesmen of his time.  

As to the questions regarding source material, this dissertation hopes to demonstrate the 

value of documents proceeding from political practice in exploring questions relating to political 

thought. This research draws partly on thinker-agents’ writings on history and the art of state, 

comprising their reflections on reconciling politics and morality, historical examples and 

causality, Providence and contingency, and legitimate yet expedient political behaviour. Since 

reason-of-state discourse was not confined to a single genre, these sources include 

commentaries on Tacitus’ histories, princely advice books, and political histories of (parts of) the 

Spanish monarchy. Special use is made of translations of key works of reason of state into the 

Spanish and Italian vernacular, mostly of Lipsius’ Politica, but also Spanish translations of the 

works of Tacitus, exploring the agency of the translator in interpreting and customizing the 

works for a new context. As recent research has suggested, translations can be considered key 

additions to the rare but important evidence of early modern practices of reading by individuals, 

especially when the translations constitute a radical transformation of the text (see below, 

Chapter 1). But especially in documents such as memoranda, letters, reports and individual 

votes in consultas from the royal councils we can trace how thinker-agents both drew on 

personal experience and referred to ancient history during the course of their professional lives. 

We can show how they used reason-of-state discourse when faced with complex circumstances 

during delicate diplomatic missions, deliberating on what action they could or should take. We 

can explore how circumstances and practical exigencies were weighed against considerations of 

morality, how the outcome of decisions was predicted on the basis of aphoristic commonplaces 

combined with concrete precedents, and the consequences of possible outcomes for either the 

state or conscience were compared. The boundaries between politics, morality and faith were 

constantly negotiated in the practice of their activities, as concepts from the language of reason 

of state were problematized and stretched through the implementation of the discourse.  

A final but important point that still needs to be addressed is the nature and situation of 

the Spanish monarchy as the political arena in which these thinker-agents operated, particularly 

if we want to appreciate the operation of reason-of-state discourse in the context of the complex 

negotiations with the Dutch Republic (Chapter 4). What was the general state of the monarchy 

during the early seventeenth century, and why should it be a fruitful setting for studying reason 

of state? When King Philip II died in 1598, he left a vast empire on the verge of military and 

financial collapse. To relieve the pressure on Castile, on his deathbed the king bequeathed the 

Habsburg possessions in the Low Countries to his daughter Isabella Clara Eugenia, who was to 
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marry Archduke Albert of Austria.66 The young Philip III embarked on the policy of imperial 

withdrawal labelled Pax hispanica, of which the peace with England in 1604 was the first 

significant result.67 In 1609 a truce was signed in the Low Countries for the duration of twelve 

years, since it was hoped that a limited agreement would be less damaging for the reputation of 

the monarchy than full peace.68 From the start of his reign, Philip IV turned his father’s policy of 

retreat around.69 Having already clashed with France in Northern Italy during the War of 

Mantuan Succession (1628–31), his powerful favourite the Count-Duke of Olivares led Spain into 

direct war with France in 1635.70 The strain of fighting a war in France as well as the 

Netherlands was great, and when full-scale rebellions in both Catalonia and Portugal broke out 

around 1640, a grim state of affairs confronted the Spanish monarchy. 

The precarious position of the monarchy was accompanied by a sharp awareness of 

decline and a general mood of desengaño (disenchantment), resulting in the thriving of so-called 

arbitrista literature that analysed the causes of the troubles and also proposed solutions.71 The 

image of the monarchy that emerges from these writings, together with the hostile images of 

Spain that were quickly becoming commonplace in England, the Netherlands and other enemies 

of the monarchy, have been transported into much modern historiography about seventeenth-

century Spain. As Richard Kagan has pointed out in his important article on Spanish 

historiography in America, the so-called ‘Prescott paradigm’ of Spanish history as a narrative of 

                                                            
66 Alicia Esteban Estríngana, ‘Administración militar y negocio de guerra en los Países Bajos Católicos’, in 
España y las 17 provincias de los Países Bajos: una revisión historiográfica (XVI-XVIII), Vol. 2, ed. Ana Crespo 
Solana (Córdoba: Universidad de Córdoba, 2002), 595–631; Paul Allen, Philip III and the Pax Hispanica, 
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67 Allen, Philip III, 83, 170–84, 221–33. 
68 Antonio Feros, Kingship and Favoritism in the Spain of Philip III, 1598-1621 (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 197. As it turned out, by ceasing to treat the Dutch as vassals, Philip forfeited his 
position as sovereign prince in the eyes of the world, and the year 1609 signified the de facto recognition 
of the sovereignty of the Dutch Republic. Patrick Williams, The Great Favourite: The Duke of Lerma and the 
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Philip III, in particular, has been presented as a lazy and uninterested king who was guided completely by 
the cunning and rapacious Lerma. John H. Elliott, Imperial Spain, 1469-1716 (London etc.: Penguin Books, 
1990), 300–8; Feros, Kingship and Favoritism, 189–206. Paul Allen tried to adjust this historiographical 
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however, Patrick Williams once more emphasized that until 1618 it was in fact the válido who ruled the 
Habsburg Empire while the king was ‘manifestly unequal’ to the task. Allen, Philip III, 4–9, 17–19; 
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70 See John Elliott, Richelieu and Olivares (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 1984), passim. 
71 John Elliott, ‘Self-Perception and Decline in Early Seventeenth-Century Spain’, Past & Present, no. 74 
(1977): 41–61. 
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steady decline driven by corruption and religious fanaticism shaped historiography until well 

into the twentieth century.72 Yet the story of Spanish history from the mid-twentieth century 

onwards has mostly been a story of growth. Spanish studies have been flourishing over the past 

two decades, as has recently been affirmed by Kimberly Lynn and Kathleen Rowe in a volume on 

the early modern Hispanic world. They have highlighted how Iberia has been at the centre of key 

trends in current historiography, such as the new interest in bodies of water (Atlantic, Pacific, 

Mediterranean) and especially transnational and global histories, since Spain and Portugal were 

the first European monarchies to ‘go global’.73 

Much of the basis for this revisionist work was laid by John Elliott, who in a number of 

ground-breaking studies has uncovered the extent to which early modern Spanish history 

revolved around a dialogue – sometimes harmonious, sometimes divisive – between the centre 

and periphery of the empire.74 By the late sixteenth century, the state or dominion of the Spanish 

kings extended from Castile, Aragon, and Portugal with its extensive territories in the New 

World, to New Spain, the Spanish-Italian states, and the Low Countries.75 This composite 

monarchy could function thanks to a constellation of regents, viceroys and stadtholders in the 

different territories, who represented royal power at a local level with a limited amount of 

autonomy and who had to refer to specialized councils that resided in Madrid. In the balance 

between centre and periphery Elliott found the secret of the survival of Spain as a great power 

long after its economic and demographic base had eroded. Elliott viewed Spain’s decline not as 

inevitable and irreversible, but as something that might have been reversed with the right 

economic, political and social reforms. The key questions became how could the great empire 

best be managed and how could its power and reputation best be maintained.76 

In recent years, an alternative to Elliott’s conciliar system has been brought forward 

from the court of economic history. Historians such as Pedro Cardim and Manuel Herrero 

Sánchez have defined the Spanish monarchy as a ‘polycentric’ entity, characterized not by the 

dynamics of centre-periphery but by a rigorous respect for the liberty of the great variety of 
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local and interconnected decision centres, and each of the corporations and bodies that were 

part of it.77 Research in this vein has concentrated on transnational social and commercial 

networks, but also on the individual agents that were part of this. Sánchez, for instance, has 

studied the activities of the Genoese as both merchants and bankers in the service of the Spanish 

Crown during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, as well as the role played by the 

commercial and communication networks of Sephardic communities as links between dispersed 

territories, facilitating the relations between Spain and the Netherlands after the Eighty Years’ 

War.78 As an alternative to the conciliar system, the polycentric model is heavily contested, 

especially when it comes to understanding the process of political decision-making within the 

Spanish monarchy. Manuel Rivero Rodríguez pointed out that ‘the monarchy was not an 

orchestra without director, nor was the music it played atonal (…), everything was part of a 

system which had an internal hierarchy, an ordered logic.’79 

This dissertation endorses the contention that the polycentric model does not offer a 

viable alternative to the conciliar system, for the ideas and practices of reason of state can be 

properly understood only within the context of the dynamics between centre and periphery. The 

negotiation of authority between Isabella of Austria and the king of Spain, on the one hand, and 

between the Isabella and local elites in the Netherlands, on the other, was a major driving force 

in the process of looking for peace or truce in the Netherlands, for instance. What does seem 

crucial to me, however, is the explicit focus within the polycentric thesis on the agency of 

individuals, who did not belong to either a centre or periphery but moved between the 

boundaries of these interconnected decision locales. The Antwerp-based translator of Tacitus 

Manuel Sueyro used his commercial contacts to set up a network of informants in order to spy 

on the Dutch Republic for the king of Spain (Chapter 2). Virgilio Malvezzi, descendant of one of 

the principal families of Bologna, like many of his contemporaries moved from the Italian 

peninsula to Madrid.80 In the course of his royal service he was sent to the Spanish Netherlands 
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as a political adviser, as well as to France to further the king’s cause with individuals whose 

interests were not always in line with those of Madrid. During his career in Spanish service, 

Malvezzi retained his base in Bologna and kept returning there to write, fulfil office, and act as a 

patron of the arts (Chapter 3). The activities of these agents, and the solutions they invented for 

the complex situations they found themselves in, amounted to a political practice which little 

resembled an ordered logic. It included a great deal of improvising and required ways of 

tweaking or circumventing rules of conscience and political equity, and this is where reason of 

state became essential.  

A focus on thinker-agents is not just a useful method of studying the connection between 

theory and practice of reason of state, but it also does justice to the context of the composite 

monarchy. Ideas and discourse crossed borders with ease, and like its economic, social and 

cultural history, the history of political thought of the Spanish monarchy was not confined to 

national boundaries. These individuals were well read and engaged with reason of state as 

authors in different genres, approaching statecraft from different perspectives as they moved 

between the different realms and networks within the constellation of the monarchy. Moreover, 

they were able to reflect on and manipulate political ideas in their various capacities as agents 

within the structures of power. Thus, thinkers-agents are a vital link between theory and 

practice in the history of political thought.  

Outline 

This dissertation consists of four chapters. The first studies the vernacular translations of 

Lipsius’ Latin Politica by the Italian Ercole Cato and the Spanish Don Bernardino de Mendoza in 

the contexts of their lives and oeuvres, tracing the layers of their creation and the implications 

for the Politica’s ideological content and readership. It argues that in their translations, Cato and 

Mendoza explored ways to square Lipsius’ thought with the Christian-Ciceronian framework 

endorsed by Catholic orthodoxy. They found distinct ways to manipulate authorship and the 

way ideas were presented to the reader and contributed to a transnational ‘Catholic’ reason of 

state. Cato made a calculated use of examples, both from classical antiquity and from recent 

events, such as the Dutch rebellion against Spain. Moreover, this chapter shows how in 

transforming the Politica, the translators experimented with organizing knowledge and 

(historical) information, and its potential for making Lipsian reason of state explicit, and 

legitimizing amoral political behavior. Thus, the makeovers of the Politica provide deeper insight 

into the dynamics of history, information and legitimacy within the discourse of reason of state. 
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With their adaptations of one of its most influential works, Cato and Mendoza both intervened in 

the transnational discourse of ‘Catholic’ reason of state of Counter-Reformation Europe. 

The second chapter explores ideals and practices of turning classical histories into 

political lessons for the present, focusing on a number of individuals who translated the 

histories of Tacitus into Spanish, while they also served their king as soldiers, counsellors and 

informants. Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos, Carlos Coloma, Manuel Sueyro and Fernando Alvía 

de Castro all testified about the practical value of Tacitus in the present, based on the universal 

truth of his analyses and the similarity of the times yet they struggled with the internal 

contradictions within the endless lists of wisdoms, not to mention with the fact that their author 

had produced the texts many centuries ago, in a different, pagan world. Still, the counsel of 

historical experience was tirelessly advocated in reason-of-state discourse, and I will show that 

the call was answered in practice as the Tacitists in various capacities engaged with the problem 

of the Dutch Revolt. I argue that although they were well aware of change, they had no scruples 

in using anachronism and historical analogies, or using the ancients as rhetorical tools to 

express their ideas and further their political aims. Memorials and pieces of counsel were 

written from the perspective of events from recent history and could effortlessly be placed 

alongside Tacitean phrases. Yet the ancient past was also a safe space that could be used to 

criticize present policies or express warnings, without infringing on the domain of Providence. 

To what extent could necessity legitimate political behaviour? What constituted 

necessity in a contingent world? These questions were crucial when it came to decision-making, 

for they helped determine the moral legitimacy of actions in the political life of the monarchy on 

every level. The third chapter addresses them based on the oeuvre and actions of Virgilio 

Malvezzi, the Bolognese historian who had a prominent career in the service of Philip IV and the 

Count-Duke of Olivares. Following Malvezzi to the Low Countries and his small-scale diplomacy 

with French nobles conspiring against the King of France, I will show how in his letters he 

reflected on necessity. Through the ordering of information, he reported circumstances in such a 

way that they legitimized the application of unorthodox strategies such as dissimulation and 

pretence. As we can observe in the emergence of one of his published historical works from an 

early manuscript draft, the practice of ordering historical particulars and aphorism-like 

observations was also present in Malvezzi’s writing techniques. It shows how the method of 

ordering could also be at the base of a chronological narrative and how extenuating necessity 

could then be used in the context of an apologetic political history. 

The fourth chapter discusses the various rounds of debates and reflections on whether 

and how to conclude peace or truce with the Dutch rebels during the second half of the Eighty 

Years’ War by agents and statesmen from various parts of the Spanish monarchy. What solutions 

were conceivable when attempts to preserve Spanish dominion over the Low Countries ran 
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contrary to the demands of the Catholic faith and the preservation of the rest of the monarchy? 

Could special circumstances allow for special measures or concessions that might deviate from 

the princely obligations towards religion and reputation? Agents and counsellors were at the 

centre of a constant cycle of collecting and assessing information, often on the basis of 

experience of the war in which they themselves had played an active part. They projected likely 

future courses, searching for the utmost expedience within the boundaries of royal conscience 

and obligations. Debating the Dutch question, they effectively addressed the conflict between 

ideology and necessity-driven pragmatism. 

Directed at preserving and re-establishing dominion over the various realms of the 

monarchy, reason of state was at the heart of this weighing of principle and pragmatism, and the 

counsellors engaged with it in very real contexts. I will show that as each decade of the Guerra de 

Flandes added to its own history, and the rounds of negotiations turned into precedents for fresh 

ones, pragmatic arguments and solutions were often inspired by experience. This ‘mother of 

prudence’ according to political theory, became in the practice of the debates a crucial and 

ubiquitous term, which covered all sorts of memory and wisdom acquired from various pasts. 

Together with a notion of extenuating necessity, experience was essentially an opponent of 

conscience, but all needed to be united in ending the ‘interminable’ war. 
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Image 2: Justus Lipsius, Politicorum cive civilis doctrinae libri sex  
(1589; Frankfurt: Marpurgi, 1658), title page. 

  
 
 

 
 

Image 3: ‘Ragione di Stato’, in Cesare Ripa, Della novissima Iconologia  
(1618; Padua: Tozzi, 1625), 274. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

Translation, information and ‘Catholic’ reason of state 

Spanish and Italian makeovers of Justus Lipsius’ Six Books of Politics 

 

 

 

 

On the frontispiece of a German seventeenth-century edition of Justus Lipsius’ Politica, a woman 

appears dressed in a robe covered with miniature ears and eyes (Image 2). With one hand she is 

cutting some poppy heads from their stems, while with the other she is leading a meek lion. She 

is attired in a military cape, helmet and sword, and stands over a book. The image is a direct 

echo of Ragione di Stato from Cesare Ripa’s Iconologia (Image 3). The eyes and ears symbolize 

the senses, because for a ruler to preserve his power, symbolized by the lion, he needs to know 

and see all that goes on within his realm. In this way he is able to nip the seed of sedition in the 

bud, symbolized by the poppy cutting. Military power defends his dominions against external 

enemies, and, with its personification towering over the book of law, it can be seen that reason of 

state may under certain circumstances overrule justice.  

A practical guide to political prudence, the central skill in reason of state, Justus Lipsius’ 

Politicorum libri sex or Six Books of Politics (Politica, 1589) was a leading influence in thinking 

about politics and the state from the late sixteenth century onwards. The original Latin version 

went through many editions in most European countries, and vernacular translations appeared 

in French, English, German, Dutch, Polish, Portuguese and Hungarian.1 In Spain and Italy, 

vernacular editions appeared relatively late, even though in Italy manuscript translations had 

circulated from the 1590s onwards, and in Spain the book was discussed among intellectual and 

political elites well before the vernacular translation appeared in 1604.2 Especially in the 

Spanish monarchy it was recognized that Lipsius’ ideas about prudence, dissimulation and 

powerful necessity were particularly useful in dealing with the tension between authority and 

religious responsibility in the context of a complex composite monarchy. After all, the kings of 

Spain ruled an empire of unprecedented magnitude that extended from the Iberian Peninsula 

                                                            
1 Carmen Peraita, ‘Typographical Translations: Spanish Refashioning of Lipsius’s Politicorum Libri Sex’, 
Renaissance Quarterly 64, no. 4 (2011): 1120, n. 30; Waszink, ‘Introduction’, 197–98. 
2 Jean-Louis Fournel, ‘Une réception ambiguë: La diffusion de la pensée politique de Juste Lipse en lange 
vulgaire dans l’Italie de la première moitié du XVIIe siècle’, in Juste Lipse (1547-1606) en son temps: Actes 
du colloque de Strasbourg, 1994, ed. Christian Mouchel (Paris: Champion, 1996), 227–43. 
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and Italy to the Low Countries, and from the East Indies to the Atlantic, while they were at the 

same time obliged to defend the Catholic souls in all those different parts, and administer justice 

everywhere alike. With his discussion of the boundaries of conscience and the extent to which a 

ruler was allowed, or even obliged, to act according to pragmatic considerations in order to 

preserve his own power, Lipsius’ political writings appeared especially suitable to the times. 

However, the tardy publication dates of vernacular translations in Spanish and Italian do 

hint at the initial objections against the Politica in these areas where the authority of Catholic 

doctrine was great. Lipsius’ theory of prudence ranked the demands of politics above those of 

religion and moral virtue, arguing, as I have indicated above, that under the right circumstances 

necessity could suspend moral law.3 Some of the classical references to fortune which Lipsius 

had included, moreover, were difficult to reconcile with an idea of Providence and appeared to 

move dangerously close to ‘Machiavellism’. Although the Roman Inquisition had purged the 

Politica of direct references to Machiavelli, it still needed to be tailored to fit the current debate 

about politics and morality without crossing the line to unorthodoxy. 

With the Politica, Lipsius had united a large number of fragments of classical and biblical 

history in a six-volume work that was explicitly intended for rulers and statesmen to use in 

practice. Lipsius actively corresponded with a number of principal statesmen and intellectuals 

from the Spanish monarchy. His contacts included members of the royal councils, and Lipsius 

was considered the principal scholar of Tacitus by Spanish thinkers, who referred to him 

reverently in their political writing. Based on this evidence, Theodore Corbett, Alejandro 

Ramírez and John Elliott have argued that Lipsius had considerable political influence in the 

Spanish monarchy of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, to the extent that Elliott 

called him ‘the intellectual father of the Olivares generation’.4 Elliott and the others also have 

rightly supposed that through examining the reception of Lipsius, we can approximate the way 

history – in the processed form in which it appeared in the Politica – was used to think about 

reason of state and its possible application. However, the networks of correspondence and 

scattered references, while certainly indicating the presence of Lipsius in early seventeenth-

century Spain, seem a thin basis for statements about the actual reception of his political 

thought. We need to look elsewhere for evidence of how Lipsius was read, about ways in which 

                                                            
3 Lipsius, Politica, 4.14, 531. 
4 John Elliott, The Count-Duke of Olivares: The Statesman in an Age of Decline (New Haven, C.T.: Yale 
University Press, 1986), 454 (quote), 22–23; Theodore G. Corbett, ‘The Cult of Lipsius: A Leading Source of 
Early Modern Spanish Statecraft’, Journal of the History of Ideas, no. 1 (1975): 139–52; Justus Lipsius, 
Epistolario de Justo Lipsio y los españoles (1577-1606), ed. Alejandro Ramírez (Madrid: Castalia, 1966). 
Although Giovanni Botero also had a marked presence in Spain, the most influential of his writings were 
not his ideas about statecraft but mostly those about the underlying limitations of governing practices, 
such as the interrelationship between the natural setting of a territory, its economic resources, and 
demographic development. Xavier Gil, ‘The Forces of the King: The Generation that Read Botero in Spain’, 
in The Early Modern Hispanic World: Transnational and Interdisciplinary Approaches, eds Kimberly Lynn 
and Kathleen Rowe (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 168–290. 
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individuals engaged with his ideas, and how they thought about turning them into practice. 

Although evidence of individual reading and interpretation is notoriously scarce, recent research 

has suggested that here, translations can provide valuable sources. 

The study of translations has flourished within the field of cultural history over the last 

decades, led by the work of Peter Burke, who has argued that translation implied the exchange 

of ideas and the consequent modification of meanings. His broad research showed that what 

were commonly described as ‘translations’ in fact differed from the originals in major respects: 

texts had been shortened, controversial passages abridged, or the originals amplified.5 Harald 

Braun has recently demonstrated how reworked vernacular translations of controversial works 

contributed to their adoption into a ‘canon’ of political discourse, using the example of Spanish 

translations of Bodin’s République.6 A crucial insight for the history of political thought and 

intellectual life has been that the translation of a work of political thought can be used as 

evidence of the translator’s individual reading.7 The pioneering work of Lisa Jardine and 

Anthony Grafton has uncovered the active and purpose-driven attitudes with which early 

modern readers approached classical histories, highlighting the elemental link which 

contemporaries acknowledged between texts and real life.8 Evidence of individual responses to 

                                                            
5 Peter Burke, ‘Cultures of Translation in Early Modern Europe’, in Cultural Translation in Early Modern 
Europe, ed. Peter Burke and Ronald Po-chia Hsia (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 9–
10; see also Peter Burke, ‘The Circulation of Historical and Political Knowledge between Britain and the 
Netherlands, 1600-1800: The Place of Translations’, in Translating Knowledge in the Early Modern Low 
Countries, ed. Harold Cook and Sven Dupré (Zürich: Lit, 2012). Building on Burke’s broad approach, in 
2015 an essay collection appeared that covered cultures of translations from a wide range of regions and 
sources, examining political, religious, and cultural stakes for translators, their patrons, and their readers. 
These studies have mostly taken up questions of ‘foreignizing’ and domesticating, of closeness to the text, 
and how much ‘otherness’ a translation should transfer. Jane Tylus and Karen Newman, eds, Early Modern 
Cultures of Translation (Philadelphia, P.A.: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015). 
6 Harald E. Braun, ‘Making the Canon? The Early Reception of the République in Castilian Political 
Thought’, in Reception of Bodin, ed. Howell A. Lloyd (Leiden etc.: Brill, 2013). In the field of Enlightenment 
intellectual life, translations have long been employed to study the dissemination and reception of ideas 
across borders, connecting national cultures of Enlightenment across Europe. For an overview, see Fania 
Oz-Salzberger, ‘The Enlightenment in Translation: Regional and European Aspects’, European Review of 
History 13, no. 3 (2006): 385–409; and Stefanie Stockhorst, ed., Cultural Transfer Through Translation: the 
Circulation of Enlightened Thought in Europe By Means of Translation (Amsterdam etc.: Rodopi, 2010). 
Important (series of) case studies include Franco Venturi, ‘Scottish Echoes in Eighteenth-Century Italy’, in 
Wealth and Virtue: The Shaping of Political Economy in the Scottish Enlightenment, ed. Istvan Hont and 
Michael Ignatieff (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 345–62; Wyger Velema, ‘Republican 
Readings of Montesquieu: The Esprit Des Lois in the Dutch Republic’, in Republicans. Essays on Eighteenth-
Century Dutch Political Thought (Leiden etc.: Brill, 2007), 93–114; Sophus Reinert, Translating Empire: 
Emulation and the Origins of Political Economy (Cambridge, M.A.: Harvard University Press, 2011). 
7 Geoffrey Baldwin, ‘The Translation of Political Theory in Early Modern Europe’, in Cultural Translation in 
Early Modern Europe, ed. Peter Burke and Ronald Po-chia Hsia (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007), 101–2. 
8 Lisa Jardine and Anthony Grafton, ‘“Studied for Action”: How Gabriel Harvey Read His Livy’, Past & 
Present, no. 129 (1990): 30–78; Lisa Jardine and William Sherman, ‘Pragmatic Readers: Knowledge 
Transactions and Scholarly Services in late Elizabethan England’, in Religion, Culture and Society in Early 
Modern England, eds A. Fletcher and P. Roberts (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 102–
24. 
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texts of the kind they used, however, is extremely scarce. Translations can provide very valuable 

additions, for through the interventions translators made in the texts we can often trace their 

interpretations of the original, and consequently how they tried to guide their readers’ 

interpretation. In a monograph on early modern translations of Tacitus, Saúl Martínez Bermejo 

has treated translations as peculiar readings of Tacitus’ texts and the point of departure for 

many new readings that were constrained or mediated by the characteristics of the translated 

text. This chain of readership and interpretation demonstrated the complexity of the production 

of meaning of these texts and highlights how translations might encourage a reading and 

interpretation of the text in one direction or another.9 This was essential especially in the case of 

controversial texts.  

Building on these insights, this chapter explores how vernacular translations of the 

Politica could provide evidence of the way individuals engaged with Lipsius’ text, and through 

this, how they thought about turning history into a reason of state that suited the political 

present. Since Lipsius’ text was innovative and in some ways controversial, translators working 

in a Catholic context also faced the task of tailoring his theory of prudence to orthodoxy. The 

only Spanish translation of Lipsius’ Politica dating from before the middle of the seventeenth 

century was made by the Castilian nobleman Don Bernardino de Mendoza. He produced it in the 

late 1590s, when his health forced him to retreat from the active military and political service 

that had occupied him all his life. In an important article from 2011, Carmen Peraita has shown 

that Mendoza with crucial typographical interventions transformed the book, which in Latin 

looked like a fragmented commonplace book, into a compact political treatise. This encouraged 

individuals to read it in a linear fashion, instead of picking and reading sentences and quotations 

in isolation.10 

In the preface he added to his translation, Mendoza declared that he considered the 

Politica to contain political wisdom that could be highly beneficial to active statesmen.11 Yet the 

interventions highlight, as Peraita has argued convincingly, that Mendoza felt that certain 

quotations or Lipsius’ own statements could be dangerous if lifted out of context. Which of the 

Politica’s classical quotations were useful, and in what ways could they relate to the present? 

How could studying Lipsius help modern statesman to apply or compare the ancients’ lessons to 

the present? Mendoza’s typographical interventions alone cannot answer these questions. I 

contend, however, that we can postulate some answers if we study his work alongside another 

translation from the context of Counter-Reformation Catholicism, namely that of the Italian 

                                                            
9 Saúl Martínez Bermejo, Translating Tacitus: The Reception of Tacitus’s  Works in the Vernacular 
Languages of Europe, 16th-17th Centuries (Pisa: PLUS-Pisa University Press, 2010), 5, 114. 
10 Peraita, ‘Typographical Translations’, 2011, 1107. 
11 Justus Lipsius, Los seys libros de las politicas o doctrina civil de J.L., que sirven para el govierno del reyno o 
principado, trans. Bernardino de Mendoza (Madrid: Imprenta Real, 1604), preface. 
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Ercole Cato. Ercole Cato lived a relatively modest life. As a minor secretary of the Dukes of 

Ferrara, his career never reached great heights, and the furthest he ever travelled away from 

home was Rome. Learning and history consistently occupied him parallel to his practical duties, 

and like Mendoza he translated Lipsius’ Politica in the 1590s.  

Where Mendoza only altered the layout, Cato substantially added to the Politica. He 

authored small discourses or annotazioni at the end of each chapter to comment on Lipsius’ text, 

using a wide range of examples from classical and modern history. These additions provide 

ample clues about how he viewed the connection between Lipsius’ text and practical politics as 

he observed them in the course of his duties. Moreover, the working manuscript of Cato’s 

Politica survives. It reveals which modern examples he connected to each of Lipsius’ maxims, 

and passages he corrected and re-corrected paint a clear picture of which statements he found 

problematic and how he attempted to avoid censorship. Even though the historical figure of 

Ercole Cato is somewhat obscure, an exploration of the archives of Modena and Ferrara has 

proved his activities in politics and scholarship well documented, and there is much to gain from 

studying him alongside Mendoza. 

Does this Ferrarese belong in a dissertation about reason of state in the Spanish 

monarchy? The ties between the monarchy and the Italian peninsula were strong, as mentioned 

in the introduction. For the kings of Spain, some measure of influence over the home of the Holy 

See was crucial on an ideological level, and practically, for instance, Milan constituted the vital 

bridgehead of the ‘Spanish Road’ during the long war in the Netherlands.12 More importantly, as 

thinkers all over Europe looked for ways to reconcile pragmatic politics with religious morality, 

hybrid forms of political discourse were worked out in Protestant and Catholic regions alike. In 

the Spanish monarchy and in most Italian states censorship was organized relatively effectively, 

and the institutionalized guarding of orthodoxy had a real effect in shaping a particularly 

‘Catholic’ reason-of-state discourse.13 This was certainly the case in Ferrara, which was still 

ruled by the Este Dukes when Cato started working on his Politica, but which by the time it was 

published had become a papal fief. With translations providing evidence of reading and 

interpretation by individuals, moreover, not confining research to national boundaries increases 

the amount of valuable source material. Thus it can be fruitful, as I hope to show, to examine 

                                                            
12 Mía Rodríguez-Salgado, The Changing Face of Empire: Charles V, Philip II, and Habsburg Authority, 1551-
1559 (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 31–33; John Lynch, Spain under the Habsburgs, 
Vol. 1: Empire and Absolutism, 1516-1598 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1964), 75; Geoffrey Parker, The Grand 
Strategy of Philip II (New Haven, C.T.: Yale University Press, 1998), 80–3. 
13 Kimberly Lynn has pointed out that most Spanish inquisitors held ideological commitments of their own 
and has shown that Spanish as well as Roman inquisitors were themselves parts of networks of 
intellectuals and circles of ecclesiastics. Kimberly Lynn, ‘Spanish Inquisitors, Print, and the Problem of 
Publication’, in The Early Modern Hispanic World, 222–23, 242. For a detailed reconstruction of the 
negotiations with the Roman Inquisition concerning an Italian translation of Bodin’s Démonomanie, see 
Michaela Valente, Bodin in Italia: la Démonomanie des sorciers e le vicende della sua traduzione (Florence: 
Centro editoriale toscano, 1999); for Spain, see for instance Braun, ‘Making the Canon?’ 
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readings of one of the most influential works of ‘Catholic’ reason of state within the 

transnational context of Counter-Reformation intellectual culture.  

This chapter unites the translations of Lipsius’ Politica by Cato and Mendoza in the 

contexts of their lives and oeuvres. I demonstrate how these two translators manifest 

themselves as readers of Lipsius’ text, and consequently how they shaped their vernacular 

editions in order to guide the reading by their wider audience. In both cases, they articulated a 

particular version of Lipsius’ ideas about politics and the state. In their translations, I contend, 

they explored ways to square his thought with the Christian-Ciceronian framework endorsed by 

Catholic orthodoxy. They found distinct ways to manipulate how ideas were presented to the 

reader, and thus contributed to a particularly ‘Catholic’ reason of state. Moreover, I will show 

that in this process they experimented with organizing knowledge and (historical) information, 

and its potential for making Lipsian reason of state explicit and for legitimizing amoral political 

behaviour. Where Mendoza and his context firmly anchor Lipsius’ organizing of history into a 

reason-of-state discourse that deftly veered between conscience and practical politics within the 

Spanish monarchy, Cato illustrates how ordinary thinker-agents might have thought about 

applying Lipsius’ innovations to concrete politics. I do not intend to imply that Mendoza or other 

readers of the Politica in the Spanish monarchy shared Cato’s exact interpretation. Rather, his 

amplified Politica can prove a valuable source to unravel the basic mechanism of ordering 

(historical) information within reason of state – also in the Spanish monarchy. 

The chapter consists of three sections. The first section outlines modern interpretations 

of Lipsius’ Politica and its relationship to the thought of Machiavelli and reason of state. The next 

section moves to Spain. Because Bernardino de Mendoza’s life and work have received ample 

historiographical attention, it addresses his career only briefly and uses Carmen Peraita’s article 

to elaborate on the transformation of his Politica. It next focuses on the Politica within the 

context of both Mendoza’s other work, and the intellectual and political life in Spain at the turn 

of the seventeenth century. The third section moves to Cato and, largely on the basis of archival 

research, pieces together the political activities and intellectual output of this obscure figure. It 

then examines the various elements of Cato’s transformation of the Politica, making use of the 

early manuscript version of the text. By the end of the chapter, an image emerges of ways in 

which individuals might use organizing and manipulating fragments of information in order to 

reflect on situations where political reality might legitimately supersede moral law. 
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I – LIPSIUS’ POLITICA 

 

Assessing the Politica  

Justus Lipsius (1547-1606) was born in Brabant on the eve of a wave of religious violence and 

civil strife that racked Europe during the sixteenth century. He was in his early twenties when 

the iconoclast fury spread from France to the Netherlands, and consequently witnessed the 

bloody repression under the Duke of Alva, the ensuing civil war and eventually the rupture 

between the Northern Provinces and the Spanish monarchy. Lipsius’ life was deeply marked by 

the troubles in the Low Countries. He tried to escape by living abroad and settled in the 

Protestant north for a while, teaching at the Calvinist University of Leiden. In 1592, he reconciled 

with King Philip II and Catholicism. He took up a chair at the University of Louvain, and four 

years later he was appointed royal historiographer by Philip II, positions he held until his death 

in 1606.14 As an author, he gained international acclaim with On Constancy (1584), offering a 

practical guide for private individuals who were subjected to the public evils of the age.15 It made 

him a key figure in the late-sixteenth-century revival of Stoic philosophy (see Chapter 3). 

Published five years later, the Politica or Six Books of Politics, his guidebook for rulers, displayed 

a similar concern with civil and political circumstances. 

Written in six books, the Politica is concerned with the ruling of principalities, providing 

guidelines on how to rule with reason in order to secure the welfare of the community. The text 

consists of italicized quotations from Christian and classical texts interwoven with Lipsius’ own 

voice. Although the many blank spaces between the sententiae and maxims give the work a 

fragmented aspect, its content is coherent enough, with the political skill of prudence as the 

central theme.16 The first two books treat the princely virtues, with special attention for 

prudence. Lipsius stresses the importance of learning in prudence, as it is produced by personal 

experience, remembrance of the past, and knowledge of history. In the second book, which 

discusses the virtues of a prince’s government, Lipsius expresses a clear preference for 

monarchy and stresses the necessity of virtue in society. Books 3 and 4 are entirely dedicated to 

prudence in peacetime, with book 3 concentrating on the particular virtues of the prince’s 

counsellors and ministers, and book 4 on the prudence of the prince himself. Book 5 on 

prudence in wartime includes detailed guidelines on how to act in military matters, and book 6 

is a discussion of how to prevent and end civil war, concluding with an admonition to rulers for 

wise rule. 

                                                            
14 For an extensive biography, see Waszink, ‘Introduction’, 15–23. 
15 Justus Lipsius, On Constancy, ed. John Sellars, trans. John Stradling (Exeter: Bristol Phoenix Press, 2006), 
5–9; see also Anthony Grafton, ‘Portrait of Justus Lipsius’, in Bring Out Your Dead: The Past as Revelation 
(Cambridge, M.A.: Harvard University Press, 2001). 
16 For a more detailed summary of the six books, see Waszink, ‘Introduction’, 205–13. 
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Books 1-3 invariably endorsed a traditional Christian and Ciceronian morality typical of 

the mirror-for-princes genre, but book 4 offers a different slant. Lipsius first subdivided the 

prince’s prudence into worldly and religious prudence, and gave guidelines for religious policy. 

His main point concerning religious prudence was that rulers’ first and foremost aim should be 

to secure civil peace, even if this meant that they had to sacrifice other principles. Lipsius argued 

that a wise ruler should enforce religious uniformity on his people since ‘religion is the sole 

creator of unity’, and from religious confusion would grow dissention and uproar. Public 

offenders of the religious rule should be punished, but only ‘so long as the trouble-makers can be 

suppressed without major turmoil’.17 It could happen that ‘immediate suppression will do more 

harm to the commonwealth… for such situations occur: only look at our own time’.18 Regarding 

civil prudence in worldly matters, a ruler first needed to understand mankind in general, for 

man is by nature inconstant, emotional, and prone to insurrection, opposition and rebellion.19 

Lipsius argued that rule should be adjusted to the specific circumstances of each case, and 

especially in the context of an empire composed of varied territories and people, it was 

extremely important that the ruler be acquainted with the humours of the people he governed.20 

The ruler’s use of force should always be moderate. Although respect for government sometimes 

needed to be won by exemplary punishment, the main threats to a prince’s position included the 

animosity of the people. He should therefore avoid provoking hatred through actions that 

exhibited cruelty, greed or rigidity, such as executions, taxes, censorship, etc. 

The last chapters of book 4 included the pivotal discussion of ‘mixed prudence’ and the 

prince’s use of deceit. It was not realistic, nor conducive to the common interest, to expect a 

prince to uphold strict rules of moral righteousness in the face of complicated political reality. 

Referring to Cicero in a marginal note, Lipsius dismissed his prohibition of every form of 

deception and fraud as naïve. Dividing deceit into three categories of gravity, Lipsius actually 

recommended the use of dissimulation or ‘light’ deceit, tolerated ‘middle’ deceit or corruption 

and deception, and condemned only ‘grave’ deceit, or injustice and breach of faith. However, 

even grave deceit was often used in practice, though in principle it was not allowed. Lipsius 

ambiguously acknowledged that to God, every unrighteous act was an abomination, but also 

declared that in the world nowadays even the best princes sometimes needed to act contrary to 

the laws of justice. It could be right for a prince to depart slightly from moral laws, ‘but only in 

                                                            
17 Lipsius, Politica, 4.2, 389, 391. 
18 Like in the case of illness, ‘nothing is more dangerous than untimely medication’. Lipsius, Politica, 4.3, 
393. The italics are Lipsius’. 
19 Lipsius, Politica, 4.5, 403-7; 4.3, 395. 
20 ‘You also need Specific knowledge, that is, of the Size and Disposition of your own realm… And also its 
Kind… For the scepter must be adjusted to these conditions as they are in each realm, and the reins of 
government must be loosened or drawn in accordingly.’ Lipsius, Politica, 4.6, 413. In order to govern 
skillfully, Lipsius argued quoting Tacitus, a ruler ‘must know the nature of the populace, and in which ways 
they can be kept in control’. Lipsius, Politica, 4.5, 401 
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order to preserve his position, never to extend it. For Necessity, being a great defender of the 

weakness of man, breaks every law.’21 

For a long time Lipsius’ political theory attracted relatively little attention from 

historians of political thought. It was mainly the appearance of the English translation of the late 

Gerhard Oestreich’s Neostoicism and the Early Modern State in 1982 that initiated 

historiographical debate. Concentrating on Lipsius’ discussion of religious uniformity and 

(military) discipline in books 4 and 5 of the Politica, Oestreich argued that Lipsius ‘proclaimed 

the modern state, based on order and power’.22 Oestreich’s account has been criticized for its 

one-sided focus on the contribution of Stoic philosophy to Lipsius’ thinking. Jan Papy has argued 

that Oestreich underrated Lipsius’ complex relationship with ‘Tacitism’, and Peter Miller and Jan 

Waszink have pointed out the overemphasis on the importance of military affairs and military 

discipline.23 Recently Christopher Brooke has moved even further away from Oestreich’s 

interpretation by re-examining the relationship between Lipsius and Machiavelli’s The Prince. 

Lipsius’ political theory was clearly rooted in the tradition of mirror-for-princes literature, but 

Brooke has shown how certain themes distinctly leaned towards literature on government and 

the state. The Politica should be read as a transitional text, ‘poised theoretically as well as 

chronologically between Machiavelli and Hobbes.’24 Over the last decade commentators have 

started to identify concrete references in Lipsius’ writings to his immediate political context and 

the way in which he ‘responded to the pressing problems of his day’.25 James Tracy has done this 

by drawing mainly on his correspondence.26 In the essay collection (Un)masking the Realities of 

Power, which reassesses Lipsius’ ideas and oeuvre in important respects, Violet Soen’s 

contribution explored his concept of clemency in the context of contemporary political theory on 

the sovereign right to pardon. Soen argued inter alia that his references to clemency often 

served as a critique of the Duke of Alva and were meant as encouragement to early modern 

princes to put clemency into practice.27  

 

                                                            
21 Lipsius, Politica, 4.14, 531. 
22 Gerhard Oestreich, Neostoicism and the Early Modern State, ed. Brigitta Oestreich and H. G 
Koenigsberger (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 1982), esp. 45-49, 70-1; quote 70. 
23 Peter Miller, ‘Nazis and Neo‐Stoics: Otto Brunner and Gerhard Oestreich Before and after the Second 
World War’, Past & Present 176, no. 1 (2002): 144–86; Waszink, ‘Introduction’, 10–4; Jan Papy, ‘Lipsius’s 
(Neo)-Stoicism. Constancy between Christian Faith and Stoic Virtue’, in Grotius and the Stoa, eds Hans 
Blom and Laurens Winkel (Assen: Royal van Gorcum, 2004), 47–49; Peter Burke, ‘Tacitism, Scepticism and 
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Lipsius, Machiavelli and reason of state 

A topic that has engaged many historians working on Lipsius’ Politica is its relationship to 

Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Prince. Their obvious common ground is that both Lipsius and 

Machiavelli worked within and innovated the mirror-for-princes genre.28 Furthermore, the 

political ideas of both Machiavelli and Lipsius centred around history and historical examples. 

Both agreed that the study of the ancient historians could generate valuable political maxims, 

but these were not to be interpreted as rules with universal application, and part of prudence 

was knowing when to act on them and when not.29 Although both works were based on extracts 

from historical writing and personal experience, a marked difference between the Politica and 

The Prince is that whereas Machiavelli highlighted examples from a range of ancient and modern 

histories, Lipsius made no reference to recent history.30 According to most modern historians, as 

well as early modern readers, the fundamental difference between Machiavelli and Lipsius lay in 

their treatment of the objectives and motivations of the prince’s behaviour. For Lipsius, a ruler 

should work towards the common good, which he took to mean welfare and safety. Lipsius 

agreed with Machiavelli that a prince could bend rules to preserve his position and the common 

good, for necessity breaks every law, but for him Machiavelli went too far in arguing that deceit 

was acceptable if applied in pursuit of glory.31 Robert Bireley has thus called Lipsius one of the 

founders of a genre of political writing that looked for harmony between the useful and the 

                                                            
28 Martin van Gelderen stated that although they worked out of the same political language and conceptual 
scheme, Lipsius’ neo-stoic plea for princely rule was very different from the Machiavellian republicanism. 
Martin van Gelderen, ‘The Machiavellian Moment and the Dutch Revolt: The Rise of Neostoicism and 
Dutch Republicanism’, in Machiavelli and Republicanism, eds Gisela Bock, Quentin Skinner, and Maurizio 
Viroli (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 209, 210. But as Jan Waszink noted, it may not 
always be most fruitful to read Lipsius against Machiavelli’s actual ideas, but rather against the 
background of Machiavellism, or the reception and reputation of The Prince. Waszink, ‘Introduction’, 99. 
Peter Stacey argued that the Politica’s political argument resembles traditional Senecan theory in its basic 
framework, and that Lipsius did not deviate much from rhetoric and convention until he reached the 
discussion of practical prudence. But rather than presenting a restatement of the mirror-for-princes 
genre’s conventions, Lipsius modified its framework, and this allowed the text to be both a critical 
response and a partial appropriation of Machiavellian political theory. Peter Stacey, Roman Monarchy and 
the Renaissance Prince (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 2007), part V. Building on Stacey’s 
analysis, Christopher Brooke stated that Lipsius ‘offers a partial restoration of Stoic political theory in the 
wake of Machiavelli’s devastating attack on Senecan political thought in The Prince.’ Brooke, Philosophic 
Pride, xv, 36. 
29 As Lipsius states, history teaches prudence, ‘the understanding and choosing of what is to be sought or 
avoided’. Lipsius, Politica, 1.7, 283; 1.9, 289-293. Brooke, Philosophic Pride, 31. 
30 Jan Papy duly noted that in his later history of Louvain (Lovanium, 1605), Lipsius did make explicit use 
of medieval and recent sources, but in the Politica he referred only to classical and early Christian authors. 
Jan Papy, ‘The Use of Medieval and Contemporary Sources in the History of Louvain of Justus Lipsius 
(1547-1606): The Lovanium (1605) as a Case of Humanist Historiography’, Lias: Sources and Documents 
Relating to the Early Modern History of Ideas 29, no. 1 (2002): 45–62. The broad cast of ancient and 
modern figures and their role in Machiavelli’s argument have puzzled historians. See for instance John D. 
Lyons, Exemplum: The Rhetoric of Example in Early Modern France and Italy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1989), 70; Victoria Kahn, ‘Virtù and the Example of Agathocles in Machiavelli’s Prince’, 
Representations, no. 13 (1986): 77. 
31 Brooke, Philosophic Pride, 33. 
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moral and that explored how one could both live as a good Christian and have success in 

politics.32 Richard Tuck and Christopher Brooke have both drawn attention to the influence of 

Machiavelli on Lipsius which he himself acknowledged, particularly on the issue of legitimate 

deceit.33 

Lipsius’ open admiration of Machiavelli was an important factor in the decision of 

religious authorities to condemn the Politica. A year after its first publication in 1589, the 

Politica was placed on Pope Sixtus V’s Index. Following the pope’s sudden death, the 

Congregation in 1593 decided that the Politica would be removed from the Index on the 

condition that it was corrected. Lipsius made revisions for a new edition, which was printed 

from 1596 onwards, and the Politica did not appear on the Index of 1596.34 The orthodoxy of the 

expurgated version has been subject to debate, for although it contained concessions on the 

topic of religious policy, it still included praise of Machiavelli. As Jan Waszink’s discussion of the 

revisions shows, the new edition also compromised little on the front of ‘Machiavellian’ elements 

such as mixed prudence and lying for the sake of the common good. Lipsius got away with 

relatively small changes, and according to Waszink and Brooke, this was mostly thanks to the 

behind-the-scenes interventions by Lipsius’ contact Cardinal Robert Bellarmino.35 However, the 

matter was not yet closed. The Congregations of 1601 and 1610-11 again ordered a number of 

adjustments, and the Spanish Index of 1612 ordered the deletion of chapters 2, 4 and 13 from 

book 4 and a number of other passages.36 

Although Lipsius never explicitly used the term reason of state, both his contemporaries 

and modern historians have considered it the central concern of the Politica.37 In his 

introduction to his modern English translation of the Politica, Jan Waszink, building on seminal 

works by Maurizio Viroli and Richard Tuck, has placed the work in the context of reason of state 

by following its development from Machiavelli and Guicciardini up to Lipsius.38 In this new 

political thought, premised on interest and necessity, the historical works of Tacitus were 

extremely important.39 The so-called ‘Tacitism’ will be addressed in the next chapter, but in 

general it was marked by a pointed, pragmatic style and a cynical awareness of the ubiquity of 

                                                            
32 Bireley, The Counter-Reformation Prince, 45. The other founder was Giovanni Botero’s Reason of State 
(1589). 
33 Tuck, Philosophy and Government, 57–58; Brooke, Philosophic Pride, 18, 27–28. 
34 Waszink, ‘Introduction’, 120–21. 
35 Brooke, Philosophic Pride, 19–20. 
36 Waszink, ‘Introduction’, 121–24. 
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from the reason of state tradition.’ Peraita, ‘Typographical Translations’, 2011, 1110; Geoffrey Baldwin, 
‘Translation of Political Theory’, 115. 
38 Waszink, ‘Introduction’, 33. 
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princely wrongdoing and human corruption. For Lipsius in the Politica, Tacitus’ works 

‘constitute a storehouse of demonstrations of principles of psychology and government, and the 

starting point of a critical re-assessment of power and morality in their complex relationships.’40 

When Lipsius wrote the Politica, the moral theories of Tacitism and reason of state were 

generally considered a corrupting influence, and they met with much resistance. By 1589, in the 

words of Viroli, ‘the maxims of reason of state, that is, the rules that a prince must follow in 

order to preserve his state, could not be openly recommended, and only appeal to necessity 

partially justified them.’41  

In the Politica, reason of state is present, firstly, in the pragmatic and result-driven aim of 

the work. Lipsius’ leading concern was how to achieve the best results in politics by securing 

peace and stability, not how to best serve justice. And since results count, a prince was 

sometimes allowed to obey necessity rather than justice.42 This is most apparent in the chapters 

about dissimulation and deceit, where he stated that should circumstances and necessitas 

require it, a prince may legitimately bend the moral rules of keeping faith in order to achieve his 

purpose.43 The other main elements of Lipsius’ reason of state were his ideas about the 

relationship between politics and religion. His calls for submission of the interests of religion to 

those of the state were radical and abhorrent to many contemporary readers. Propagating the 

need for a single religion could have made Lipsius more acceptable to Catholic readers, but he 

did not specify that this needed to be Catholicism, which as we have seen provoked inquisitors in 

the early decades of the seventeenth century.44  

What set Lipsian reason of state apart from the ‘Machiavellian’ variant, at least in their 

late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century reception, was that Lipsius was not indifferent to 

morality. A ruler had the responsibility to ensure the morality of his people as an effect of his 

rule, through the order and safety he brought. He could avail himself of reason-of-state 

instruments, but he did need to work towards moral greatness. Lipsian reason of state was not 

just concerned with power or glory, as was the case with Machiavelli: it was a morally sound 

reason of state that looked for harmony between the useful and the just.45 Historians have 

pointed out that in Catholic regions this moderate reason of state found enormous response. As 

mentioned in the introduction, Corbett, Ramírez and Elliott have pointed out how in Spain the 

Politica was widely admired and discussed among the intellectual and political elite, and Alberto 
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Clerici, for instance, has shown how the manuscript translation of the Politica by Alessandro 

Tassoni was widely disseminated within the network of his master, Cardinal Ascanio Colonna, 

who was a friend and correspondent of Lipsius.46 Yet the nature of this reception and the 

influence of Lipsius in these Catholic states was not a linear or uniform matter. Precisely because 

so many of the innovative elements of Lipsius’ view of politics and the state remained (heavily) 

implied – and the passages that were unequivocally unorthodox had mostly been weeded out by 

the Roman and Spanish inquisitions – there was ample room for different readings and 

interpretations. This was made explicit in the process of translating the Politica into the Spanish 

and Italian vernaculars.  

 

II – LIPSIUS IN SPAIN: MENDOZA’S POLÍTICA 

 

Don Bernardino de Mendoza has translated your Politica to our mother tongue, blind like 

Argos. I hope he has done it well, although I wish it more. This great man has paid his 

debt to nature.47 

 

With a life of political and military experience behind him, Don Bernardino de Mendoza returned 

from a military and diplomatic mission in France to Madrid. Old, tired and almost completely 

blind, he spent his last years in seclusion in the monastery of San Bernardino.48 Here he 

translated the Politica, which appeared a few weeks after his death in 1604. The choice of the 

Politica, the pragmatic work which ranked the demands of the state above those of religion, 

seems remarkable for a man who had spent his life defending the Catholic faith and the 

messianic international policies of Philip II. Mendoza’s biographer José Cabañas Agrela 

suggested that this ‘turn’ proceeded from disillusionment.49 Observing from the disheveled state 

of the Spanish monarchy towards the end of Philip’s reign that his strategies had failed, it is 

likely that disillusionment drove him towards a more pragmatic interpretation of the 

relationship between politics and faith. If this is true, he would not have been alone; during the 

late 1590s, awareness of the decline of the monarchy even gave rise to a genre of reformist 

                                                            
46 Despite his popularity, Geoffrey Baldwin remarked, Botero was never translated into English, Dutch or 
Swedish, unlike Lipsius. Baldwin, ‘Translation of Political Theory’, 116–17; Alberto Clerici, ‘Sulla fortuna 
dei Politicorum libri sex di Giusto Lipsio in Italia: la traduzione di Allessandro Tassoni’, in Scritti in ricordo 
di Armando Saitta (Milano: Franco Angeli, 2002), 141. 
47 ‘Tradujo tu Politica a nuestra lengua materna Bernardino de Mendoza, ciego, como Argos. Espero que 
sea felizmente, aunque deseo más. Este gran varón ha pagado su tributo a la naturaleza.’ Francisco de 
Quevedo to Justus Lipsius, 22 November 1604, in Alejandro Ramírez, Epistolario de Justo Lipsio y los 
Españoles (Madrid: Castalia, 1966), 404. 
48 José Miguel Cabañas Agrela, Don Bernardino de Mendoza: un escritor-soldado al servicio de la Monarquía 
Católica (1540-1604) (Guadalajara: Diputación Provincial, 2001), 215–16. 
49 Ibid., 83. 
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writing, the co-called ‘arbitrista’ literature, that analysed the decline of Spain and suggested 

ways to turn the tide.50 

In translating the Politica, Mendoza in a way reflected the general shift in mentality in 

turn-of-the-century Spain, and the awareness of the need to rethink Spanish Catholic statecraft. 

His vernacular translation in turn allowed others to consider the Lipsian alternative. The 

interventions Mendoza made in the process of translation were mainly typographical in nature, 

as has been outlined by Carmen Peraita in her meticulous research into the typographic design 

and material transformation of the Politica in its translation from Latin into Spanish.51 Peraita 

followed a trend in research that has emerged over the past decade of paying attention to the 

material aspects of scholarly texts and their consequences for the construction and conveying of 

meaning. Early modern authors perceived layout as a fundamental mechanism in the production 

of meaning of their text. Jacob Soll has shown how the French scholar Amelot de la Houssaye 

manipulated the mise en page and mise en livre of his texts and the texts on which he 

commented. Soll has highlighted this ‘material rhetoric’ of Amelot, which implied that the act of 

changing its formal presentation was a conscious method of expression for humanists and 

should be studied as such. The early modern practice of pasting together collages of texts should 

thus be seen as a kind of writing.52 Ann Moss has drawn attention to the fact that with its 

composition of classical quotations and maxims, the Politica conformed in its form and character 

to the genre of the commonplace book.53  

In this section I endorse the case presented by Peraita that through the modifications of 

the layout, Mendoza’s translation intervened in the political debate of contemporary Spain not 

so much by explicitly articulating what Lipsius wrote, but by emphasizing that it was Lipsius 

himself who wrote it. Rather than presenting Lipsius as a composer who designed a stage for the 

classics, Mendoza stressed Lipsius’ own voice as a modern political thinker who proposed views 

on current political issues. Whereas Peraita has studied Mendoza’s translation in relative 

isolation, here the work is explored in the context of Mendoza’s other intellectual output – 

especially his popular work on the theory and practice of warfare, which related directly to his 

experience in the political and military arenas. In this book, Mendoza expressed his own views 

on statecraft more explicitly than he could in the translation. He reflected on the legitimacy of 

dissimulation and the importance of organizing information, arguing that only a careful ordering 

of the past could instruct a ruler in choosing his future policies. Building on these insights about 
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University of Michigan Press, 2005), 13–15. 
53 Moss, ‘The Politica of Justus Lipsius’; Moss, Printed Commonplace-Books; See also Ann Moss, ‘Monita et 
Exempla Politica as Example of a Genre’, in (Un)Masking the Realities of Power: Justus Lipsius and the 
Dynamics of Political Writing in Early Modern Europe, ed. Erik De Bom (Leiden etc.: Brill, 2011), 115–34. 
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the material dimensions of the Politica and the connected importance of ordering information, I 

will revisit the Politica’s reception in the Spanish monarchy. How was it read, and what kinds of 

influence can we trace? 

 

Servant to the Catholic monarchy 

Bernardino de Mendoza’s life has been well documented and well researched.54 A self-described 

‘creature’ of the Duke of Alva, Mendoza spent a large portion of his career in military service, 

fighting in North Africa, Malta and the Low Countries, where he served between 1567 to 1578 as 

Captain and Cavalry Lieutenant General and participated in the military actions at Haarlem, 

Mookerheyde and Gembloux.55 In 1576, he was honoured with membership of the military order 

of Santiago in recognition of his military achievements. Between 1578 and 1584 he lived in 

England as resident ambassador of the King of Spain, but was expelled after a plot against 

Elizabeth I was revealed.56 He then moved to Paris, where he took up the position of ambassador 

once more. In France he tried in various ways to undercut moderate Catholics who proposed 

rapprochement with the Huguenots, and he assisted in the defence of Paris against the forces of 

Henry of Navarre in 1589 and 1590.57 His active intervention in French domestic politics became 

so well known that he was threatened with expulsion, and in 1591, with the Guise faction in 

disarray and his sight deteriorating, he returned to Madrid. Now that his health excluded him 

from active service, the 1590s were his most productive years with regard to literary output. 

Mendoza died in 1604, and Lipsius himself lamented his death: ‘I return to you the translation of 

the Politica by Bernardino de Mendoza (…), and I regret the death of this great gentlemen, for he 

was also great because of the gifts of his soul.’58 

Besides his translation of the Politica, which was the last work he completed, Mendoza 

authored two major works: Theorica y Practica de Guerra (1594) and Comentarios.59 Residing in 

Paris during Navarre’s siege, he turned his experience in the Low Countries into a chronicle, 

Comentarios de lo Sucedido en las Guerras de los Países Bajos (1591), which was first published in 

                                                            
54 For a description of the collections of letters by Mendoza to the Duke of Alva, Philip II and many others 
in Madrilenian archives, see Cabañas Agrela, Don Bernardino de Mendoza, 24–25. 
55 Fernando González de León, The Road to Rocroi: Class, Culture, and Command in the Spanish Army of 
Flanders, 1567-1659 (Leiden etc.: Brill, 2009), 132. 
56 Mitchell Leimon and Geoffrey Parker, ‘Treason and Plot in Elizabethan Diplomacy: The “Fame of Sir 
Edward Stafford” Reconsidered’, The English Historical Review 111, no. 444 (1996): 1134–58. 
57 For a detailed account of his French episode, see Jensen De Lamar, Diplomacy and Dogmatism: 
Bernardino de Mendoza and the French Catholic League (Cambridge, M.A.: Harvard University Press, 1964). 
58 ‘Vuelvo a ti y la traducción de la Política, por Bernardino de Mendoza (…), y siento la muerte de este 
varón principal, pues lo era también por las dotes de su alma.’ Justus Lipsius to Francisco de Quevedo, 25 
January 1605, in Ramírez, Epistolario, 414. 
59 For his minor works, see Cabañas Agrela, Don Bernardino de Mendoza, 91-94. 
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French.60 After Mendoza’s return to Spain in the following year, it was issued in Spanish in 

Madrid by Pedro Madrigal.61 His account of the war is neutral in tone, in keeping with his 

professed intention to describe ‘the truth the way it happened’, but although not aggressively 

biased, Mendoza does present the conflict in the Netherlands as a defensive war from the 

perspective of Spain. The rebels had forced Philip’s military intervention with their sedition and 

heresy. Mendoza also elaborated on the king’s resolve to travel to the Netherlands in the wake of 

Alva’s tercios, intending to administer clemency and pardon after the rebellion had been 

subdued.62 

His next book, Theorica y Practica de Guerra, Mendoza dedicated to Prince Philip of 

Austria, the future King Philip III, lamenting that his blindness prevented him from serving the 

prince in ways other than by dictating books.63 A military manual with detailed and practical 

instructions for warfare, it has been called the best-known and most influential example of the 

‘perfect officer genre.’64 This reformist type of treatise was highly popular in the Spanish 

monarchy of the 1590s, stimulated by the perception of the decline of the once invincible tercios 

of the Alva school, with their severe discipline and unfailing skill. But warfare and politics were 

closely linked, and in the Theorica y Practica de Guerra Mendoza pays considerable attention to 

aspects of state management. Although the book was written from the perspective of the 

authoritarian monarchy resting firmly on the pillars of Catholic faith and moral virtue, it does 

contain a number of elements with which Lipsius is a natural fit. Within his oeuvre, Theorica y 

Practica de Guerra seems a transitional piece, suggesting that Mendoza’s ‘Lipsian turn’ in his 

final years did not constitute a sudden departure from his earlier actions and professed ideas. 

Although the book opened with the statement that the young prince was destined to fight 

many wars just by inheriting the Spanish empire, the emphasis in the first section of Theorica y 

Practica de Guerra was on how not to wage war. Mendoza advised the prince not to take up arms 

until mediation and negotiation had failed, for the unnecessary spilling of Catholic blood was a 

waste, and warfare was not the only road to greatness.65 Mendoza commended some traditional 

princely virtues, such as justice combined with clemency in statecraft in order to avoid both 

cruelty, which leads to hatred, and weakness, which leads to contempt.66 But in his practical 

                                                            
60 Bernardino de Mendoza, Commentaires mémorables de Don Bernardin de Mendoce, des guerres de 
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64 González de León, Road to Rocroi, 121, 131–33. 
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advice, he took into account the habits of princes to dissimulate. One of the qualities of a resident 

ambassador, for instance, was that he could see through dissimulation and deceit – he must not 

be moved by ‘ambiguous speeches, which princes and their ministers use in like occasions to 

advantage their party and negotiation’, or by ‘fair words given him, when they are not confirmed 

by deeds.’67 Agents sent to a to-be-conquered state to conspire with dissatisfied subjects of a 

hated ruler needed to be sensible and careful men, ‘not too light in believing their offers, with 

whom they practice, who commonly brag more than is their cause.’68 

Mendoza advised the prince himself to conceal his great expansionist schemes as long as 

possible, for they would destroy the international equilibrium and prevent him from forming 

alliances; ‘and by reason that it is as easy a matter to princes, to deceive men by their devices 

and negotiations which pass by paper, as it is hard in matters of public actions, it is fit to cover 

their designs and preparations, by seeking out some notable apparent reasons.’ Proposing a 

tactic reminiscent of the strategies of Louis XI and his sham alliances, Mendoza suggested that a 

ruler should even send ambassadors to suspicious kings, ‘plotting with them treatises of new 

friendships and good correspondence, according to the humour and disposition in which they 

shall find them, lulling them to sleep.’69 If two bordering states were at war, a ruler should 

always be ready to react in case the conflict spilled over to his state, but maintain his neutrality 

as long as he could, for ‘among the best judgements it is held that the greatness of a prince is the 

destruction of his neighbours.’70 

In the practice of war and statecraft, Mendoza recommended pragmatic reasoning with a 

clear objective in mind. The end was essential in order to select appropriate means, for it was 

‘requisite in all things, first to set down the principal end, and afterwards the means which make 

it feasible to be attained, which can hardly be done without the knowledge thereof.’71 Knowledge 

was furthermore fundamental. Practically, a ruler needed to assemble information about any 

country he was to wage war on, from its geography, main ports and type of population to 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
civil realm, but also here generals should avoid ‘bloody cruelty’ in order to ward off hatred. Bernardino de 
Mendoza, Theorique and Practise of Warre: Written to Don Philip, Prince of Castil, ed. Richard Schilders, 
trans. Edward Hoby (Middelburg: Richard Schilders, 1597), 30, 40. 
67 ‘… Quien no se altere por las palabras preñadas, que los Principes y sus Ministros dizen en semejantes 
ocasiones, para aventajar su partido, y negociacion’; ‘Ni assi mesmo se creera de las buenas palabras que 
dieren (quando no las confirmaren obras).’ Ibid., 8. 
68 ’… Que no sean ligeros en el creerse de las ofertas que hazen con quien platican, por engrandecerlas de 
ordinario.’ Ibid., 20. 
69 ‘Y en razon del ser tan facil a los Principes engañar los hombres en los pensamientos, y negocios que 
passan por papeles, quanto es dificil en las acciones y cosas publicas, es necessario para encubrir los 
dissinios y preparamentos, que se hazen buscar muy aparentes razones’; ‘removiendoles platicas de 
nuevas amistades, y buena correspondencia, segun el humor y disposicion en que se hallaren, 
adormeciendoles con semejantes ofertas’. Ibid., 23. 
70 ‘Por ser en estimacion de Buenos juyzios, la grandeza de un Principe, la destruicion de sus vezinos.’ 
Ibid., 34. 
71 ‘Por averse en todas las cosas de proponer lo primero el fin principal, y despues los medios quede aver 
para conseguille, que no alcançan algunas vezes muchos, si bien conocen el fin.’ Ibid., 15. 
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whether it was a democracy, aristocracy or monarchy.72 But as Mendoza had already set out in 

his introduction, theoretical knowledge derived from books was equally important. Even though 

it was hard to ‘form a theory of knowledge, that consists entirely of practice’, such as warfare, 

theory was indispensable.73 Did not architects need to know not only how to build a house but 

also to have a deeper understanding of the firmness of the soil, and what sort of bricks and 

cement best resisted the elements?74 Mendoza explicitly pointed to the importance of not merely 

assembling, but of ordering information. Only when information was turned into a (historical) 

narrative or argument could it open a ruler’s eyes and ‘order things present by example and 

warning of the past, which makes him able to foresee things to come.’75 

Thus, with the call for pragmatic reasoning in politics, the combination of exalting 

traditional princely virtues with a marked value for wisdom, knowledge and experience, and an 

awareness and recommendation of the use of dissimulation and limited deceit in the 

international arena, the Theorica y Practica de Guerra unites some key elements of the pragmatic 

style of political writing that was gaining ground all over Europe. This may well have 

contributed to the international success of the book. It was translated into Italian in 1596 by 

Salustio Gratius, who had also translated works by Pedro de Ribadeneyra, for the Venetian 

printer-publisher Giovanni Battista Ciotti.76 Ciotti dedicated the work to Vincenzo Gonzaga, Duke 

of Mantua and Monferrato, and reprinted it in 1616.77 A French translation appeared in 1598 in 

Brussels with court printer Rutger Velpius,78 and a German translation came out in 1617.79 The 

producer of the English Theorique and Practise of Warre (1597), the diplomat, Member of 

Parliament, scholar and soldier Edward Hoby, was critical of the person of Mendoza, but did 

commend his admonitions to rulers to take up arms against infidels. Hoby even expressed his 

                                                            
72 Ibid., 16-18. 
73 ‘Y si bien tendran muchos por dura empresa, querer hazer theorica de sciencia, que consiste 
enteramente en la practica, como el exercicio de la guerra, siendo la experiencia fundamento della ...’ Ibid., 
4. 
74 Ibid., 4-5. 
75 ‘… para ordenar las cosas presentes y el exemplo y escarmiento de las passadas, que haze antever las 
futuras.’ Ibid., 4. 
76 Massimo Firpo, ‘Ciotti, Giovanni Battista’, Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, Vol. 25 (1981), accessed 9 
January 2016. 
77 Bernardino de Mendoza, Teorica et Prattica di guerra terrestre, et maritima, trans. Salustio Gratii 
(Venice: Giovanni Battista Ciotti, 1596), dedication. 
78 Bernardino de Mendoza, Theoricque et practique de guerre escripte par Don Bernardin de Mendoce, 
traduict d’espagnol en français, trans. Edouard de Rainssant Vieux-Maisons (Brussels: Rutger Velpius, 
1598). 
79 Bernardino de Mendoza, Theorica & practica militaris Das ist: Eigentlicher Bericht alles dessen so in 
Kriegssachen beydes zu Land und Wasser bedencklich und zu thun von nöhten; Jedermänniglich der Militiae 
Liebenden ... zuwissen (Frankfurt: Jennis, 1619). 
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wish for peace between Spain and England, looking back at the times when Henry VIII and 

Charles V were united against the ‘ambicion y tirania Papal.’80 

 

Mendoza’s Política 

 

Justus Lipsius composed these six books of politics with sentences from various authors, 

stringing them together with as few words as seemed necessary so that they made only 

good sense; in this one sees his great understanding and good method in the 

arrangement of the material.81  

 

Mendoza started working on the translation of the Politica in 1597. Although it was not 

published until shortly after his death in 1604, he completed it in 1599. Mendoza needed to go 

through some effort to have the work officially approved. In his translation, he modified certain 

heterodox passages of the Politica; for instance, he significantly translated Lipsius’ fatum as 

divina providencia.82 The censors confirmed that Mendoza had worked with the Politica’s 

expurgated version and legally approved it on 20 November 1599. In her article on the 

transition of Mendoza’s translation from the manuscript to the print version, Carmen Peraita has 

studied the original manuscript used by the printer Juan Flamenco in the Imprenta Real, 

currently held by the Archivo Histórico Nacional. This manuscript does not contain any 

preliminary work, and although it is of excellent quality, it does include a number of corrections 

made by Mendoza and his collaborators.83 Peraita has further shown that Mendoza revised the 

text of his translation again after it had been approved. 

                                                            
80 Mendoza, Theorique and practise of warre, dedication by Hoby. Edward Hoby (1560–1617) rose to 
prominence in the service of Elizabeth I and later became a favourite of James I. He was a respected 
scholar, and in addition to translating works from French, he authored a number of Protestant theological 
works, engaging in heated polemics with Catholics such as Theophilus Higgons and John Fludd. Hoby 
dedicated Theorique and practise of warre to Sir George Carew and wrote his dedication in Spanish, 
explaining that he had picked up the language during a naval campaign in Cadiz. Gordon Goodwin, ‘Hoby, 
Edward’, Dictionary of National Biography, 1885-1900, Vol. 27, available on 
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Hoby,_Edward_(DNB00), accessed 7 January 2016. For the debate, see 
Edward Hoby, A Letter to Mr. T.H. Late Minister, Now Fugitive, from Sir Edward Hoby Knight, in Answere of 
His First Motive (London: E. Blount and W. Barret, 1609); Edward Hoby, A Counter-Snarle for Ishmael 
Rabshacheh, a Cecropidan Lycaonite, by Sr. Edward Hoby, Knight, One of the Gentlemen of His Maiesties 
Privie-Chamber (London: N. Butter, 1613); Edward Hoby, A Curry-Combe for a Coxe-Combe, or, Purgatories 
Knell in Answer of a Lewd Libell Lately Foricated by Iabal Rachil against Sir Edw. Hobies Counter-Snarle, 
Entituled Purgatories Triumph Over Hell (London: Nathaniel Butter, 1615). 
81 ‘Estos seys libros de Politicas formò Iusto Lipsio de sentencias de varios autores, engarzándolas con tan 
pocas palabras, quanto le parecía que era necesario para que solo hiziessen buen sentido. En que se vee su 
grande entendimiento y buen método de la disposición de la materia.’ Ob. cit. Peraita, ‘Typographical 
Translations’, 1123. 
82 Ibid., 1133. 
83 Ibid., 1126-28, 1108. For a detailed study of the manuscript, see ibid., 1131-37. For the manuscript used 
by the printer, see Archivo Histórico Nacional, Leg. 4513, ex 2. A second manuscript, a finished and clean 
version without any corrections, is held by the Biblioteca Nacional: BNE Mss/7661, ‘De la política o 
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The final version of the translated Politica included two prologues written by Mendoza. 

In the dedication to ‘the Spanish nobility’ he explained that he had translated the Politica 

because of its great practical value, which had not been accessible to nobles who were ignorant 

of Latin.84 The other prologue was an address to the reader, defending some of his editorial 

interventions such as leaving out Lipsius’ marginal reading notes, which Mendoza deemed 

confusing. Authors were not usually in charge of matters such as layout and punctuation, but 

Mendoza left detailed instructions on this front, and as can be seen in the printer’s manuscript, 

Juan Flamenco endorsed them all.85 The final result was that on a material level, the pages of the 

Spanish Política underwent a thorough makeover. Unlike the Latin page, which looked like a 

fragmented construction of italicized classical quotations and Lipsius’ maxims separated by 

blanks, the Spanish printed page displayed a compressed text. Quotations and sententiae were 

no longer effortlessly recognizable in the markup but their sources were merely annotated in 

the margins. It now looked like a compact, unified treatise rather than a compilation. For 

example, the section on mixed prudence was turned into the following little essay:  

 

Table 1.1: ‘Typographical transformation’ 

Waszink ed., Politica, 4.13, 509-511 Mendoza, Política (1604), 4.13, 146 
I only want that it is lawful and permitted now and then, 
on this stormy sea of human affairs, to luff to the wind; 
 
And that if you cannot reach the harbor by sailing 
straight, you do it by a different course. 
 
Who will condemn me for this, or why does it mean I 
depart from Virtue? Wine does not stop being wine 
when it is mixed with a little water, nor does Prudence 
stop being Prudence when it is mixed with a little drop 
of deceit. This I mean in all cases so long it is done 
moderately and with good aims. Do not mothers and 
doctors too sometimes prepare a disguise for a child, 
In order that the unsuspecting child be misled in his 
mouth; 
And, being taken in, is not caught? 
 
Why should a prince not do the same with respect to his 
dear Subjects, or some neighbouring Royal person? For 
indeed 
When one cannot fight openly, the blow must be received 
in the dark. 
 
And as the Spartan king warned: Where the Lion’s skin 
does not suffice, one is allowed to sew on a Fox’s skin. 

Esto solo quiero, ser algunas vezes razonable 
y licito, tomar algunas bordes en esta 
alborotada mar de sucessos humanos. Y 
quando no se puede tomar puerto por el 
camino derecho, alcançarle con mudar la 
derrota y velas. Quien me culpara por tal 
respeto? O dira ser esto apatarse de la 
virtud? El vino no dexa de serlo, aunque estè 
templado con un poco de aguan, ni la 
prudencia, si bien aya en ella algunas gotas 
de dissimulacion y fraude. Entendiendo 
siempre que sea poco y a buena fin. No 
vemos llanamente que las madres o los 
medicos engañan tambien a los niños con 
algunas apariencias, porque su edad 
inconsiderada solo reciba engaño en los 
labios, y en lo demas no lo sea, sino antes 
utilidad y provecho? Porque pues no serà 
lícito al Principe hazer lo mesmo con la gente 
comun de su Reyno, o con algun potentado su 
vezino? Por cierto quando no se puede 
contrastar peleando necesario es tender las 
redes de secreto. Y de la manera que los 
amonesta el rey de Sparta, donde no llega el 
pellejo de leon, coser y añadir el de la raposa. 

 
                                                                                                                                                                                          
doctrina civil en VI libros de Justo Lipsio, traducidas de latín en romance por Bernardino de Mendoza, 
caballero del Hábito de Santiago.’ 
84 At least one courtier complained to Lipsius himself about his ‘ignorancia de la lengua latina.’ García de 
Figueroa to Lipsius, 30 March 1597, in Ramírez, Epistolario, 203. 
85 Peraita, ‘Typographical Translations’, 1134. 
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The direct contact between reader and classical authors vanished. Through his 

interventions, Mendoza deliberately presented Lipsius as an autonomous author, who had 

personally thought up the entire text instead of selecting and piecing together quotations from 

classical and Biblical authorities. In Peraita’s words, Mendoza ‘opted for a more conversant, 

appropriate genre to reflect Christian reason of state’, which emphasized continuity over 

fragmentation, individual over collective authorship, and Lipsius’ unique role over the presence 

of a multitude of authors.86 Crucially, this favoured a different reading modality and ways of 

retrieving and processing knowledge over those of the Latin Politica. Lipsius had consciously 

designed the elaborate visual arrangement on the Latin page in order to train the reader to apply 

his techniques of excerpting the classics to a variety of circumstances, in order to open a debate 

on moral issues related to monarchical power.87 The layout essentially constituted a device for 

efficiently managing information.88  

Where Lipsius’ Latin typography encouraged readers to examine sententiae individually 

and read passages at random, Mendoza presented the Política as a unified discourse that 

conducted the reader from the beginning to the end. It was much less suitable for reading 

passages at random, for choosing sentences and quotations to ponder in isolation or to applying 

to different contexts. This active, inventive reading which the Latin Politica favoured had been a 

central element of its controversial potential, for it carried the risk of readers lifting his 

statements about politics and suspending moral law out of context. Without the specifications of 

noble intentions and circumstance, after all, the Politica came close to Machiavelli’s statements 

about power politics. What was more, in Mendoza’s vernacular Politica the quoted authors were 

much less visible and their significance had been diminished, while Lipsius was presented as the 

sole author of the work.  This reducing of the number of authorities present in the book, 

presented its content less as a statements supported by many, but rather as the views of Lipsius 

alone.  

With the typographical interventions, the Spanish Política lost fundamental elements of 

its dangerous and controversial potential. Readers were not encouraged to engage with 

individual passages in order to apply them elsewhere, and the book no longer had the power of 

presenting a multitude of voices contributing to and supporting Lipsius’ reason of state. As 

Mendoza had stated in his address to the reader, Lipsius’ Politica contained much useful wisdom 

and was meant for nobles to take notice of, but only for rulers – those in the loop of arcana 

imperii – to actively engage with and implement into practice. 

 

                                                            
86 Ibid., 1121. 
87 Ibid., 1119. 
88 Ibid., 1123. 
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Situating Mendoza’s Política 

Considering its contested status, it may seem peculiar that a man who had spent his life 

defending the Catholic monarchy should take up the task of translating the Politica. However, the 

work did suit the contemporary political and intellectual climate, and represented what was 

effectively read and discussed. By the 1590s, Lipsius’ On Constancy and neo-stoic philosophy had 

attracted followers from prominent humanist and political circles in Madrid and Seville.89 The 

Count-Duke of Olivares, for instance, referred to On Constancy (book II, chapter 20) in a letter to 

the Count of Gondomar in 1625, responding to the latter’s lament that the monarchy was on the 

verge of being lost: ‘your grace will tell me from what he has read, and what he has seen, in what 

age historians have not lamented the same things that we are lamenting today in these very 

realms of Spain.’90 

Lipsius’ conversion to Catholicism and his reconciliation with the king in 1593 increased 

his prestige. Benito Arias Montano (1527-98), the famous humanist and a close friend who had 

even begged Lipsius to come to Spain and live with him as his son,91 alerted Lipsius to his 

growing fame: 

 

Now shines in our city and among us the reputation of your name (...). You have in this 

city no few addicts and among those some very eminent in the letters and in virtue [gives 

a list of names], whose names I mention, because I have never heard them speak about 

fine writing without them referring to you a hundred times to praise you.92  

 

In Madrid, according to Arias Montano, the Gentleman of the Chamber of the young prince Philip, 

García de Silva y Figueroa ‘loves your writings with passion and reads them constantly’. 

Figueroa became a direct correspondent of Lipsius himself and acted as an agent and 

intermediary for Lipsius at court.93 He wrote to Lipsius that ‘of your works I own and frequently 

read all that have come to Spain, and I admire them more every day (…). I only say with honesty 

that your Politica can educate the best of princes.’ According to Figueroa, Prince Philip was so 

                                                            
89 Corbett, ‘The Cult of Lipsius’, 140–44. 
90 ‘En estos mismos reinos de España, qué ha leído V.S., y qué visto, y en qué siglo me contará V.S. que los 
historiadores no se hayan lamentado de lo mismo que hoy lloramos.’ Olivares to Gondomar, 17 January 
1625, in Memoriales y cartas del Conde Duque de Olivares, Vol. 1: Política interior, 1621-1627, eds John 
Elliott and José de la Peña Cámara (Madrid: Alfaguara, 1980), 111. For the reference to Constantia, see 
Elliott and De la Peña, ‘Contexto y resumen’, in: ibid., 103-5. 
91 Lipsius to Arias Montano, 5 September 1592, in Ramírez, Epistolario, 56. 
92 ‘Ahora brilla en nuestra ciudad y entre nosotros el prestigio de tu nombre (…). Tienes en esta ciudad no 
pocos adictos y entre ellos algunos muy notables en letras y en virtud [gives a list of names], a los cuales 
menciono por sus nombres, porque nunca les he oído hablar de las buenas letras sin que te hayan 
recordado cien veces para alabarte.’ Arias Montano to Lipsius, 25 December 1593, in Ramírez, Epistolario, 
73. 
93 ‘Ama con pasión tus escritos y los lee de continuo.’ Arias Montano to Lipsius, 26 November 1594, in 
Ramírez, Epistolario, 76, 77. 
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much taken with Lipsius’ dedicatory letter to his De Militia Romana that Figueroa had been 

asked to read it to him more than once.94 As Philip II’s chaplain, Arias Montano actively 

promoted Lipsius’ interests with the king.95 Lipsius himself also started courting the king’s 

favour and was eventually appointed to the honorary position of royal historiographer.96 

At the Spanish court, the interest in ‘Catholic’ reason of state was encouraged by a 

general awareness that the international policies of King Philip II threatened the preservation of 

the composite monarchy.97 This also led to the encouragement of the production of translations 

of Botero’s Reason of State and Bodin’s Six Books of the Commonwealth, respectively by the royal 

chronicler Antonio de Herrera and by a treasurer of the king’s family.98 At court, the works of 

Lipsius were openly admired by the adviser and tutor of the future Philip III, García de Loaysa, 

and especially by Don Juan de Idiáquez of the powerful Junta de Noche.99 García de Figueroa 

wrote to Lipsius that he often discussed his works with the latter and declared that ‘Don Juan 

wants to do something in your benefit.’ Judging from a letter by Lipsius shortly thereafter, 

Idiáquez followed through.100 And whether or not there is a direct connection with his reading of 

Lipsius, in his votes in the Council of State or in the various juntas he participated in during the 

early years of the reign of the young Philip III, Idiáquez often called for relying on the counsel of 

prudence or practicing dissimulation. In 1608, for instance, he attempted to moderate Philip’s 

decision to oblige former mutinous soldiers in the Netherlands to leave the country within 24 

hours by proposing that the king, for the time being, dissimulate about his intentions.101 

During the first decades of the seventeenth century, Lipsius’ Politica, both in vernacular 

and Latin forms, was often read as a commentary on Tacitus. It was Lipsius who had edited the 

first modern Latin edition of the historical writings of Tacitus, published in 1574.102 In the 

Politica he stated that he had intended to model his work on the Tacitean sententiae, and he 

                                                            
94 ‘De tus obras poseo y leo con frecuencia cuantas han llegado a España, las venero casa día más. (…) Sólo 
digo ingenuamente que tu Politica puede formar el mejor de los Príncipes.’ García de Figueroa to Lipsius, 
30 March 1597, in Ramírez, Epistolario, 203-4. 
95 See Arias Montano to Lipsius, Peña de Aracena, 5 August 1597, in Ramírez, Epistolario, 238-9; see also 
Lipsius to Luis Pérez, 21 June 1598, in ibid., 261-2, lamenting Arias Montano’s death. 
96 Lipsius repeatedly expressed his delight in this appointment: Lipsius to Pedro Enríquez de Acevedo, 30 
November 1595 and Lipsius to Juan de Drenckwaert, 14 January 1596, in Ramírez, Epistolario, 161; 163; 
Lipsius also courted the favour of the crown prince Philip; see Lipsius to the Prince of Austria, 14 June 
1595, in Ramírez, Epistolario, 122, 127-30. See also Cabañas Agrela, Don Bernardino de Mendoza, 218. 
97 Cabañas Agrela, Don Bernardino de Mendoza, 26. 
98 Gil, ‘The Forces of the King’; Kagan, Clio and the Crown, 124–27; Feros, Kingship and Favoritism, 21–23. 
99 See also Lipsius to García de Loaysa, 14 June and 31 July 1595, in Ramírez, Epistolario, 119; 141. 
100 ‘El Señor Juan quiere hacer algo en tu provecho.’ García de Figueroa a Lipsius, Madrid, 30 March 1597, 
in Ramírez, Epistolario, 203-204; Lipsius to Idiáquez, Louvain, 23 April 1597, ibid., 207. 
101 Consulta Consejo de Estado, 5 January 1608, AGS Estado Leg. 2025, f. 66. 
102 Grafton, What Was History? 193. 
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quoted Tacitus on nearly every page.103 Translators and commentators of Tacitus from the 

Spanish monarchy such as Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos, Fernando Alvía de Castro and Antonio 

de Herrera all acknowledged a great debt to Lipsius’ method of studying Tacitus, and often 

explicitly referenced the Politica as a reading guide to Tacitus.104 Lipsius was the acknowledged 

master in explaining what to adopt and what to avoid from the works of Tacitus, for according to 

Álamos, ‘Lipsius concludes that because of the obscurity and brevity with which he writes, he 

requires special guidance and consideration.’105  

Lipsius’ influence was particularly strong on the political discourses and Tacitean works 

of Álamos de Barrientos, a lawyer and veteran political counsellor. Álamos quoted Lipsius’ 

Politica on several occasions in his Suma de Preceptos, which was reprinted as a preliminary 

discourse to his vernacular translation of the works of Tacitus.106 Like Lipsius, Álamos declared, 

he had undertaken to extract the lessons from the histories of Tacitus in particular, ‘so that they 

can be more easily remembered, and more universally applied.’107 As the dean among the 

scholars of Tacitus, Lipsius had revealed the Roman’s infinite political wisdom in matters of 

state, human character and political prudence. Álamos drew on Lipsius’ study of Tacitus in 

formulating arguments that questioned the intransigent policies of Philip II, and in presenting 

moderate alternatives to his son. A Lipsian clemency, for instance, was required to moderate 

rigorous punishment of those who truly repented their sins, just as Germanicus had punished 

only the ringleaders of the mutinous soldiers in Germany and pardoned all others who had 

disobeyed, but repented.108 

All in all, Mendoza’s effort to make the Politica conform to the political debate about 

politics resulted in his turning it into a more conventional reformist treatise, which presented an 

alternative to the policy of structurally giving precedence to religion over politics. It should now 

be clear that the Politica had a definite presence in Spain and that it was acknowledged to be a 

useful guide for statesmen as well as for interpreters of Tacitus. Significant though Mendoza’s 

typographical interventions were, however, they do not reveal much of his own interpretation of 

                                                            
103 Mark Morford has counted that 528 of the total of 2,069 quotations were derived from the works of 
Tacitus. Mark Morford, Stoics and Neostoics: Rubens and the Circle of Lipsius (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1991), 142. 
104 Fernando Alvía de Castro, ‘Oraciones y discursos políticos contra los Olandeses’, Arxiu Històric de la 
Ciutat de Barcelona, Ms A. 72, f. 50v, and Verdadera razon de Estado: discurso politico de Don Fernando 
Alvia de Castro (Lisbon: Pedro Craesbeeck, 1616), f. 46; Tacitus, Los cinco primeros libros de los annales de 
Cornelio Tacito, trans. Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas (Madrid: s.n., 1615), dedication, note to the reader. 
105 ‘Viene a concluir Lipsio que por su obscuridad y por la agudeza con que se escribe, que requiere 
particular asistencia y consideración.’ Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos and Antonio Pérez, Suma de 
preceptos justos, necesarios y provechosos en consejo de estado al rey Felipe III, siendo príncipe, ed. Modesto 
Santos (Barcelona: Anthropos, 1991), 45. 
106 Ibid., 11, 14, 26, 37. 
107 ‘Para más fácil memoria de ellos y para más universal aplicación.’ Ibid., 18-19 (quote), 40. 
108 Alamos referred to Lipsius as ‘príncipe verdaderamente en nuestro tiempo de la lengua latina, 
ilustrador de sus obscuridades, grande investigador de los secretos de la prudencia política.’ Ibid., 44, 26. 
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the Politica or the concrete ways in which he thought Lipsius’ maxims connected to concrete 

political situations. How could one actually go about applying Lipsius’ ideas and the historical 

wisdoms assembled in the Politica to current politics? Or in what ways could they at least benefit 

statesmen in thinking about the present, or politics in general? For suggestions as to what might 

be going on beneath the surface of this reading of and manipulating the readership of Lipsius’ 

work on reason of state, and thinking about applying it to concrete political situations, we will 

now turn to Ercole Cato and his Italian translation. 

 

III – CATO’S POLITICA 

 

In 1587, Ercole Cato wrote to his friend Giovanni Battista Laderchi to express his hope that he 

and the Duke of Este would safely return to Ferrara from a state visit. He was most anxious, for 

he could not say how many times he had observed ‘in the histories, that either sparsely or never 

there has been a convention, or conversation between rulers, from which the one has not 

remained with some disgust of the other, for this way behaves the weakness of human nature.’109 

However, thinking about the advantages of the new Grand Duke of Tuscany’s youth, he also 

observed that ‘young and recently ascended rulers are usually by nature, and by coincidence 

compliant towards other people’s indulgence.’110 Working and writing in the second half of the 

sixteenth century, Cato had adopted some commonplaces of his time. One learns politics and 

human nature from histories, history can reveal structures that help us understand the 

(political) world, and these, such as the sentence about young and malleable princes, can be 

summarized in a political aphorism. 

Justus Lipsius likewise worked with this vocabulary that matched a realistic approach to 

politics, one that was fundamentally pragmatic and slightly cynical. His Politica articulated some 

of these assumptions as political theory, and the result was a powerful work with lasting 

influence. With his vernacular translation, Cato facilitated the spread of Lipsian ideas. But more 

than that, I argue that in transforming the Politica, he made his own intervention in the reason-

of-state debate that was both more explicit, and orthodox. His method was, firstly, to oppose his 

Politica more unequivocally and explicitly to the person and thought of Machiavelli. Secondly, he 

made his reading and interpretation of Lipsius’ decontextualized aphorisms explicit through the 

addition of his own carefully selected and concrete examples. His reworking of the Politica thus 

                                                            
109 ‘Se ben quanto à me hò osservato nell’historie, che ò di rado, ò non mai fù fatte congresso, ò 
abboccamento tra Principi, nè quali li uno non sia rimasto con qualche disgusto dell’altro, che cosi 
comporta questa debilità della natura humana’; ‘I Principi giovani, et nuovamente assonti sogliono essere 
per natura, et per accidente piaghevole à gli altrui compiacimenti.’ Cato to Laderchi, 22 October 1587, 
ASMo SE, Cancelleria Ducale, 29a, unfoliated. 
110 Cato to Laderchi, 22 October 1587, ASMo SE, Cancelleria Ducale, 29a, unfoliated. 
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provides insight into the way Cato thought Lipsius’ reason of state related to concrete situations 

from the political past and present.  

As Cato’s network and activities account for much of the knowledge on which he drew 

for the discourses he added to his Politica, the first part of this section outlines Cato’s activities 

in the political arena, based on newly uncovered archival material. It will also pay some 

attention to his other works since these contribute to our understanding of the manner in which 

Cato viewed history as a principal contributor to reason of state. Next, I will trace the 

transformations of his Politica from manuscript to print, exploring his struggles with orthodoxy. 

Finally, the section examines Cato’s use of examples, to see how by selecting and ordering them 

in relation to certain aphorisms and statements made by Lipsius, they amounted to an 

expression of his own take on moderate, ‘Catholic’ reason of state. 

 

Cato’s career, output and ideas 

Ercole Cato or Cati is a somewhat obscure figure.111 The Cati were an old family of the minor 

nobility from Lendinara, which had been under the control of the Duchy of Ferrara since the late 

thirteenth century.112 Ercole was one of four sons of Ludovico Cato (1490-1553) and Ippolita 

Nigrisoli. Although the identity of Ercole Cato’s wife is unknown, in his correspondence he did 

refer to a number of sons. Like his father and his older brother Renato, Ercole Cato dedicated 

most of his working life to the Estes.113 In 1563 he entered the service of Cardinal Ippolito II as a 

secretary, and followed the Cardinal on his travels and visits to Rome, Tivoli and Ferrara. When 

the Cardinal died in 1572, Cato read a eulogy for Ippolito during his funeral in Tivoli, which he 

published in amplified version in Ferrara in 1587.114 Ippolito left him some property and a 

pension of 100 scudi, although the actual payment was irregular and Cato often complained 

about the money not coming through.115 He seems to have been without an employer for a while, 

living off his annuity and spending time in Lendinara on his studies, but archival records show 

                                                            
111 There is no record of the year of his baptism or death, but we know he died at the age of 68 and not 
before 1606. Tiziano Ascari, ‘Cato, Ercole’, Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, Vol. 22 (1972), 
www.treccani.it, accessed 25 November 2015. 
112 See Werner Gundersheimer, Ferrara: The Style of Renaissance Despotism (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1973), 39. 
113 Ludovico was a fiscal prosecutor and lecturer in civil law at the University of Ferrara, who spent most 
of his life in the service of Duke Alfonso I d’Este. In the mid-1520s, he spent two years in Spain as Alfonso’s 
special ambassador at the court of Charles V. Tiziano Ascari, ‘Cato, Ludovico’, Dizionario Biografico 22, 
www.treccani.it, accessed 25 November 2015. Cato’s older brother Renato Cato (1519-1608), renowned 
for his intelligence and kindness, succeeded his father as prosecutor and became secretary and counsellor 
to Duke Alfonso II d’Este. Tiziano Ascari, ‘Cato, Renato’, Dizionario Biografico 22, www.treccani.it, accessed 
25 November 2015. 
114 Ercole Cato, Oratione fatta dal cavaliere Hercole Cato nelle essequie dell’illustriss. & reverendiss. sig. D. 
Hippolito d’Este card. di Ferrara, celebrate nella città di Tivoli (Ferrara: Vittorio Baldini, 1587). 
115 Ascari, ‘Cato, Ercole’. For Cato’s complaints, see e.g. Cato to Girolamo Galeazzi, 6 January 1595, ASMo 
SE, Cancelleria Ducale, 43, unfoliated; two letters from Cato to Giovanni Battista Laderchi, 17 May 1598 
and 26 December 1598 (2), ASMo SE, Materie, 14, unfoliated. 
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that by the late 1580s, Cato had started working as a secretary to Duke Alfonso II d’Este of 

Ferrara.116  

In Cato’s Ferrara the rule of the Este dynasty had been in place for nearly three centuries. 

The bureaucratic administrative machinery of the court employed a large number of people, 

including many secretaries.117 Judging from the surviving evidence, Cato’s position seems to have 

been of a middling sort: he never rose to the highest positions, but he did have some powerful 

connections. His most important contact was Giovanni Battista Laderchi, private secretary to the 

Duke and a member of the Consiglio Segreto, a group of his trusted advisers.118 Although their 

correspondence was mostly sober and professional, occasionally personal notes provide 

glimpses of the trust and affection that existed between them. Cato discussed important events 

and their meaning with Laderchi, such as the unexpected death of the Grand Duke of Tuscany 

Francesco I de’ Medici in October 1587, but he also wrote to Laderchi when both his young sons 

had fever, and he felt terrible having to leave them to the care of servants.119 When illness 

prevented Cato from following the court, it was Laderchi who received his complaints about not 

knowing what was going on, the bad state of the weather, and how hard it was to work with 

everybody who mattered far away.120 

Cato’s duties mostly consisted of the traditional tasks of a secretary, such as forwarding 

letters and minutes, supplying documentary information and transmitting requests. Following 

the death of Francesco de’ Medici, he coordinated the journey of a large delegation of the Este 

court to Florence to pay respects to the new Grand Duke Ferdinando121; he spoke for the 

Florentine engineer Antonio Lupiccino, who twice presented plans to render the Po at Ferrara 

navigable, which the Duke rejected as frivolous122; and he followed Alfonso’s court to Rome in 

1591, to Florence for the wedding of the new Grand Duke to Christina of Lorraine,123 and to 

Parma in 1593.124 Although Cato’s duties never took him abroad, he was aware of the intimate 

politics at court and political developments within the Italian peninsula and beyond.125  

                                                            
116 Cato to Laderchi, 2 July 1587, ASMo SE, Cancelleria Ducale, 29a, unfoliated. 
117 Anthony Colantuono, ‘Estense Patronage and the Construction of the Ferrarese Renaissance, c. 1395–
1598’, in The Court Cities of Northern Italy, by Charles Rosenberg (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2010), 196–243; Gundersheimer, Ferrara, esp. 283-296. 
118 Grazia Biondi, ‘Laderchi, Giovanni Battista’, Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, Vol. 63 (2004), 
www.treccani.it, accessed 25 November 2015. 
119 Cato to Laderchi, 22 October 1587 and 6 June 1594, ASMo SE, Cancelleria Ducale, 29a, unfoliated. 
120 Two letters from Cato to Laderchi, both 1 June 1592, ASMo SE, Cancelleria Ducale, 29a, unfoliated. 
121 Cato to Laderchi, 15 May, ASMo SE, Cancelleria Ducale, 29a, unfoliated. 
122 Two letters from Cato to Montecatini, Comacchio, 5 and 6 December, ASMo SE, Cancelleria Ducale, 29a, 
unfoliated. Quote: 6 December (‘più frivole’). 
123 Cato to Laderchi, 27 November, ASMo SE, Cancelleria Ducale, 29a, unfoliated. 
124 E.g. Cato to Laderchi, 9 June 1593, ASMo SE, Cancelleria Ducale, 3, unfoliated. 
125 E.g. Cato to Laderchi, 25 November, ASMo SE, Cancelleria Ducale, 29a, unfoliated. During a mission 
concerning the Este succession in Ferrara after Duke Alfonso’s death, he wrote to Laderchi about a 
Spaniard whose name they should remember: ‘I have just returned from an hour-and-a-half long audience 
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Duke Alfonso died on 27 October 1597 without direct heirs, which meant that legally 

Ferrara was to return to the Church. Alfonso’s nephew Cesare d’Este initially claimed the rights 

of succession, and he sent the brothers Ercole and Renato Cato on mission to Venice to seek 

support against the papal claim. The Republic’s Signoria, however, refused to support Cesare and 

the Spanish ambassador Iñigo de Mendoza would not even receive them, claiming to be ill in 

bed.126 Having claimed Ferrara, Pope Clement VIII held a sumptuous entry on 29 January 1598 

and installed his nephew Cardinal Pietro Aldobrandini as governor.127 During the first years of 

the rule ‘ecclesiastici’ Cato claimed to be unhappy in Ferrara and unsuccessfully attempted to re-

enter the service of the Estes.128 His consolation, he claimed, was to retreat into his studies, to 

which purpose he built a special extension to his house.129 Yet during his final years Cato came to 

enjoy the protection of the papal legate, and in 1604 the Pope named him an official noble and 

council member of the city of Ferrara. With the support of Aldobrandini he co-founded the 

Accademia degli Intrepidi, a Ferrarese society for the arts and humanities. Shortly after its 

foundation he read a discourse there on the proper education of young princes, copies of which 

he sent to Laderchi and to Cesare d’Este, whose young son still needed to learn that ‘who has to 

rule states, should use his intelligence.’130 When Cato’s son Lodovico published the Politica in 

1618, he dedicated his father’s work to Cardinal Aldobrandini.  

Parallel to his duties as a secretary, Cato seriously dedicated himself to learning and the 

arts.131 His main intellectual output consisted of translations, and by the 1580s he translated 

three major works of various genres.132 Unlike the Politica, they were little reworked, apart from 

added dedications and introductory notes. Cato’s professed motivation in translating was to 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
with the Grand Duke. Among other things it was discussed that it would be well to take particular notice of 
the Duke of Olivares, viceroy of Naples, (…) who is highly esteemed in Spain, and he alone will perhaps be 
most able to speak strongly to the Pope.’ (‘Vengo hora da un audienza di forse un’ hor et meza dal Gran 
Duca. Fra altre cose discorse par bene che si mostre tener particolar conto del Conte d’Olivares vicere di 
Napoli, (…) che hà gran credito in Spagna, et che solo forse più ch’ogni altro può parlare vivamente al 
Papa.’) Cato to Laderchi, 3 November 1597, ASMo SE, Cancelleria Ducale, 43, unfoliated. Cato refers to 
Enrique de Olivares, who was viceroy of Naples between 1595 and 1599. Previously, he had been viceroy 
of Sicily and Spanish ambassador in Rome, where, in 1587, his son Gaspar, the future Count-Duke of 
Olivares, was born. Michael Levin, Agents of Empire: Spanish Ambassadors in Sixteenth-Century Italy 
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2005), 112–13, 182 and passim. 
126 Levin, Agents of Empire, 39. 
127 Karen Meyer-Roux, ‘The Entry of Clement VIII into Ferrara: Donato Rascicotti’s Triumph’, Getty 
Research Journal, no. 3 (2011): 176. Cesare, left with the position of Duke of Modena and Reggio, moved 
his court to Modena. 
128 Cato to Cesare d’Este, 26 December 1598 (1); Cato to Alessandro d’Este, 26 December 1598 (3); Cato to 
Cesare d’Este, 29 January 1603 (1), ASMo SE, Materie, 14, unfoliated. 
129 ‘Presto sia habitabile la stanza che io hò designata alla mia quiete sciolta da ogni noioso pensiero et 
cura.’ Cato to Laderchi, 17 May 1598, ASMo SE, Materie, 14, unfoliated. 
130 Cato to Laderchi, 29 January 1603 (2), ASMo SE, Materie, 14, unfoliated. ‘Prencipe, che ha da governare 
stati, deve occupare l’ingegno’. Cato to Cesare d’Este, 29 January 1603 (1), ibid.. 
131 Besides his works discussed here, he also wrote some poetry: Ercole Cato, Del Cavalier Hercole Cato 
sopra il bello, & amenissimo luogo del Mag. Sig. Giulio Benalio (Ferrara: V. Baldini, 1584). 
132 Ascari, ‘Cato, Ercole’. 
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spread knowledge and add to the Italian vernacular, and thus ‘encourage others to enrich our 

most happy Italian language with an abundance of new books.’133 Some books were simply 

particularly useful, such as the Douze livres de la vicissitude ou variété des choses de l’univers 

(1576) by the French humanist Louis le Roy, which he translated in 1584.134 Cato recommended 

this collection of essays about the ordeals of life and the changeability of the universe because it 

was ‘full of such a variety of sciences, histories, examples, and comparisons of principalities, 

kingdoms, empires, monarchies, of arms, of letters, and of men (…) from the creation of the 

world to the present age.’135 Cato’s first translation was also his commercially most successful. 

Charles Estienne’s Preadium rusticum (1554), the important and influential sixteenth-century 

treatise on gardening and the cultivation of medicinal herbs, went through at least six editions 

over the next hundred years.136 Most of Cato’s works appeared with the Venetian publishing 

house of Aldo Manuzio and Niccolò Manassi, who proved especially important in the controversy 

surrounding Cato’s translation of Jean Bodin's De la Demonomanie des sorciers (1580; 

Demonomania, 1587).137  

Cato entertained strong views on what a good history entailed. Under a pseudonym he 

published the Apologia sopra l'Historia del sig. Andrea Nizolio (1584), a critical appraisal of the 

                                                            
133 ‘Dar animo altrui d’arricchir tanto piu questa nostra felicissima lingua Italiana di copia di Libri nuovi.’ 
Louis Le Roy, La Vicissitudine, ò, mutabile varietà delle cose, nell’universo, trans. Ercole Cato (Venice: for 
Nicolò Manassi by Aldo Manuzio, 1585), to the reader. 
134 The Vicissitude is Le Roy’s most mature work, which brings together an analysis of history and his 
cosmological and theological doctrines. Werner Gundersheimer, The Life and Works of Louis Le Roy 
(Genève: Droz, 1966), esp. part IV; Eric Voegelin and James L. Wiser, History of Political Ideas: Religion and 
the Rise of Modernity (Columbia, M.O.: University of Missouri Press, 1998), 143–49. 
135 ‘Pieno di tanta varietà di scienze, d’historie, d’essempi, di comparationi di Principati, Regni, Imperii, 
Monarchie, d’arme, di lettere, e d’huomini (…) dopò la creatione del mondo fino à questa età.’ Le Roy, La 
Vicissitudine, to the reader. The translation went through one more edition 1592, with the same 
publishers. A modern edition appeared in 2014, edited by Maria Severini (Paris: Classiques Garnier). 
136 Charles Estienne, L’agricoltura et casa di villa de Carlo Stefano, nuovamente tradatto dal cavaliere 
Hercole Cato, trans. Ercole Cato (Venice: Aldo Manuzio, 1581). Subsequent editions include Turin: eredi di 
Niccolò Bevilacqua, 1590; Venice: Aldo Manuzio, 1591; Venice: s.l., 1606; Venice: Giovanni Antonio 
Giuliani, 1623; Venice: Marco Ginammi, 1648; Venice: s.l., 1677. See Yasmin Haskell, Loyola’s Bees: 
Ideology and Industry in Jesuit Latin Didactic Poetry (Oxford etc.: Oxford University Press, 2003), 38, and 
Chantal Liaroutzos, Le pays et la mémoire: pratiques et représentation de l’espace Français chez Gilles 
Corrozet et Charles Estienne (Paris: Champion, 1998). Cato based his translation on the French translation 
by Estienne’s son-in-law Jean Liébault, which went through several editions before 1582. He refers to this 
in the preliminary address of his translation of Le Roy’s Vicissitudine: ‘Per mio proprio diletto io feci già 
dell’ Agricoltura Francese nella lingua nostra Italiana…’. 
137 Angela Nuovo, The Book Trade in the Italian Renaissance (Leiden etc.: Brill, 2013), 138, 379; for a 
bibliography of the Manuzio, see p. 5. Jean Bodin, Demonomania degli Stregoni, cioè furori, et malie de’ 
demoni, col mezo de gli huomini... di Gio. Bodino francese, trans. Ercole Cato (Venice: Aldo Manuzio, 1587). 
In her monography on the reception of Cato’s translation, Michela Valente has reconstructed the actions, 
counteractions, petitions, and the differences between the Congregations of the Inquisition and Index over 
the book. After some lobbying from the Manassi house, who were left with a large number of unsold 
copies, a draft of the new Index of 1593 permitted the Demonomanie in expurgated form. The Clementine 
Index of 1596 banned the book once more, and Manassi continued his appeal that an expurgated version 
of Cato’s translation should be permitted. Despite these controversies, Cato’s Demonomania circulated 
until 1648, and perhaps beyond. Valente, Bodin in Italia, passim. 
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history of Rovigo written by the lawyer Andrea Nicolio, first published in 1582.138 Throughout 

the work, Cato revisited the requirements of a true historian which, in his opinion, Nicolio 

conspicuously lacked. Cato’s Apologia illustrates the trend in late-sixteenth-century humanism 

of treating history as an analytical discipline and critically reading and checking the histories 

others had written. As Anthony Grafton has pointed out, these scholars prescribed a critical 

approach to sources and aimed to uncover fakery, often using antiquarian sources, material 

records and more texts to complement and contrast.139 Cato believed that in order to ensure his 

accuracy, a historian needed to possess detailed knowledge of the world and other historical 

writings. Although he should never utter outright falsehoods, Cato also believed that ‘he might 

well go and veil many truths, in a way that they do not show themselves too much.’140 The strong 

opinions about what history should be reappear in the marginal notes that Cato wrote in his 

original copy of the History of Rovigo. Some criticize Nicolio’s style and grammar (‘Parenthesis 

too long as well as inappropriate for the subject of the history’141, see appendix 1A), but most of 

all, Cato is concerned with veracity. He raised objections when Nicolio’s evidence conflicted with 

the sources he considered a measure of accuracy, especially the Old Testament and the classical 

historian Polybius.142 For instance, in a comment on Nicolio’s statement that the area around 

Rovigo had been populated by ‘Noah and his descendants’, Cato pointed out that this assertion 

conflicts with the evidence in Genesis 10:32: ‘If the author means, that Noah came to Italy, this is 

false, for it were his descendants who divided the peoples after the Flood, not he; gens.cap.x’ (see 

appendix 1B).143 Often, Cato believed that Nicolio just had ‘no reason nor authority’ to prove his 

point.144 

                                                            
138 The review was written in the form of a dialogue between the author and his interlocutor Ergasto, and 
mainly argued that in his praise of Rovigo, Nicolio downgraded the historical value of Cato’s home town 
Lendinara. Zago di Santa Rentua, pseud., Apologia (...) sopra l’Historia di A. Nicolio da Rovigo dell’origine ed 
antichità di quello (Bologna: Giovanni Rossi, 1584). Concerning the pseudonym, see Jacopo Morelli, 
Catalogo di storie generali a particolari d’Italia (Venice: P. Savioni, 1782), 158. 
139 Grafton, What Was History?, 68, 83, 93–94. 
140 ‘L’historico (repugliai io) non deè dire mai bugia, ma può ben molte verità andar velando in modo che 
non si manifestino tanto.’ Ibid., 27. As an illustration, he pointed out that artists who painted the ancient 
king Antigonus the One-Eyed never depicted him full frontal out of reluctance to unnecessarily distort the 
esthetics. Rather, they chose his profile on the good side, thus disguising the irregularity. See Vincenzo 
Requeno, Saggi sul ristabilimento dell’antica arte de’ greci e romani pittori (Parma: Stamperia reale, 1787), 
105. 
141 ‘Parentesi tanto longa, quanto impertinente al soggetto dell historia.’ p. 31. See also p. 65: ‘Parentesi 
troppo lunga.’ Biblioteca Ariostea Ferrara (BAF), Ms 249: Andrea Nicolio, Historia del sig. Andrea Nicolio 
dell'origine et antichità di Rovigo (Verona: Sebastiano dalle Donne, 1582), ann. Ercole Cato, 31. 
142 BAF Ms 249, resp. 26 and 30. For the practice among critical readers of cross-referencing and 
correcting an author based on knowledge acquired elsewhere, see Woolf, Reading history, 87-92. 
143 ‘Se l’autore intende, che Noe venisse in Italia, questo è falso, perche i sui dissendenti furono quelli, che 
divisero le genti dopo il diluvio, non egli gens.cap.x.’ BAF Ms 249, 2. This entire passage was in fact so bad 
that Cato commented a little later that ‘from here on the author could perhaps more straightly have 
started his history, for the things said until here are irrelevant for everything, and removed from the 
actual subject of this history’ (‘Da questo poteva forse l’Autore più drittamente dar principio alla sua 
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The reason Cato chose to write a vicious polemic about this particular book is unknown; 

apart from his professed objections to its form and content, there is no record of a personal 

conflict. However, it seems to me that the fierce marginalia in the history of Rovigo and the 

ungenerous review contribute to our understanding of the manner in which Cato viewed history 

as a principal contributor to reason of state. From the analysis of Cato’s commentaries on the 

Politica, reviewed below, it is clear that Cato heavily depended on historical examples in 

articulating his interpretation of Lipsius’ ideas. It is not surprising, then, that he set great store 

by accuracy in history. Of his translations, the Politica was the only one that Cato amplified with 

his own commentary and it was undoubtedly his most original work. It is now time to take a 

closer look at the making of this Italian Politica, and at the way Cato used the added discourses 

to express his own interpretation of Lipsius’ reason of state. 

 

Translations and orthodoxy  

On 25 April 1617, Giovanni Battista Magnavacca declared in the name of the Venetian 

Inquisition that Cato’s annotated translation of the Politica contained nothing ‘contra fidem 

catholicam, bonos mores, vel principum leges.’145 This was the result of meticulous censoring and 

several layers of editing, for with the Politica bordering on the unorthodox, producing a 

vernacular translation was a highly delicate business. Its first and only Latin edition published in 

Italy came out in 1601 in Verona, causing some controversy because it contained elements from 

the unexpurgated version.146 Roberto Bellarmino, however, suggested in 1602 that an Italian 

version based on the expurgation and on Lipsius’ corrections might be permitted.147 

Consequently, the first translation appeared in 1604, with Antonio Numai. The second Italian 

translation was Cato’s, published in 1618, but the manuscripts prove that both his and the 

translation made by Alessandro Tassoni predate the Numai edition. Tassoni’s translation 

appears to be the oldest, probably dating from the early 1590s.148 Finally in 1677, a fourth 

translation was made by Sisto Pietralata.149 Pietralata and probably also Numai were able to 

base their translations on the version amended by Lipsius; Tassoni worked with the unpurged 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
historia, perche le cose dette fin qui sono al tutto impertinenti, et separate dalla propria materia di questa 
historia’). BAF Ms 249, 7. 
144 ‘Non ci è ne ragione ne autorità.’ BAF Ms 249, 16. 
145 Justus Lipsius, Della politica overo del governo di stato libri sei di Giusto Lipsio (…) Tradotto di Latino in 
volgare, & ampliati con dottisime annotazioni dal sig. cavalier Hercole Cati gentiluomo Ferrarese, ed. and 
trans. Ercole Cato (Venice: Angelo Righettini, 1618) (hereafter Lipsius and Cato, Della politica), book 4, 
chapter 9, p. 121, preliminary work. 
146 Justus Lipsius, Justi Lipsii Politicorum, sive Civilis doctrinae libri sex (Verona: Societatis aspirantium 
cura, 1601). 
147 Waszink, ‘Introduction’, 123. 
148 Clerici, ‘Sulla Fortuna’, 145–51. 
149 Justus Lipsius, Della politica, overo dottrina civile di Giusto Lipsio libri VI, trans. Antonio Numai (Rome: 
Giovanni Martinelli, 1604); Justus Lipsius, Della politica, o vero Dottrina civile di Giusto Lipsio libri VI, trans. 
Sisto Pietralata (Rome: Dragondelli, 1677). 
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version, but for Cato it is difficult to tell.150 I believe that he began his translation based on the 

pre-1596 version, but that the corrections ordered by the Congregation in 1601 and 1610 were 

taken into account in the final editing by his son and the publishers. 

Since an early manuscript version of the translation survives, held in the Vatican Library 

under the name ‘Discorsi, annotationi et esempi del Cav. Hercole Cato ferrarese sopra i sei libri 

della Politica di Giusto Lipsi’, it is possible to trace various stages of modifying the Politica.151 The 

manuscript consists of 103 large folios containing the translated text and an early version of the 

annotations Cato added himself. The manuscript is a fairly clean version, but it does contain 

quite a few corrections and additions in Cato’s hand. Small stylistic interventions, about two per 

page, improve readability and were almost invariably endorsed, and occasionally long additional 

notes are written in the margins.152 Not all additions are traceable in the manuscript, and this 

was clearly not yet the printer’s copy. The final version was finished and brought to print by 

Lodovico Cato, who also authored much of the preliminary work. He dedicated the book to 

Pietro Aldobrandini, ruler of Ferrara and Ercole Cato’s former patron. Lodovico explained that 

his father had never been able to publish his work because of ‘various mishaps, and finally 

death.’153 His father had been a man of practical politics, and his Este masters Ippolito and 

Alfonso had encouraged his work on the Politica, recognizing its ‘usefulness, and timely 

benefit.’154 

To make the translation more acceptable to the inquisitors, Cato and the editors adapted 

the original Politica in various ways. Lipsius’ preliminary matter was abridged, since it referred 

to Machiavelli, ‘whose genius I do not despise, subtle and fiery as it is’.155 The chapters in book 4 

on religious liberty do not appear in the translation at all, with a small note explaining that ‘the 

3rd and 4th chapters of this fourth book have been intentionally omitted for considerations of 

respectability.’156 The authors also left out the last sentence in book 4.13, in which Lipsius stated 

that ‘the Italian reprobate must not be so categorically condemned’ and affirmed that there 

indeed exists ‘honourable and praiseworthy cunning.’157 The translation’s address to the reader, 

which might have been written by either Cato or the editors, recommended Lipsius’ moderate 

political theory as a divine antidote against the cruel tyranny which Machiavelli allegedly 

                                                            
150 See for two different opinions Clerici, ‘Sulla Fortuna’, 148; and Fournel, ‘Une Réception Ambiguë’, 496. 
151 Ercole Cato, ‘Discorsi, annotationi et esempi del Cav. Hercole Cato ferrarese sopra i sei libri della 
Politica di Giusto Lipsi’, ca1601, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Mss Vat.lat. 9918, fols 1-105. 
152 Once the addition was written on an extra piece of paper, marked with ‘#’ in the text to indicate where 
it should be inserted. Cato, ms ‘Discorsi, annotationi et esempi’, f. 5. 
153 ‘Diversi accidenti, ed infin la morte’; Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, dedication. 
154 ‘Utile, ed opportuno vantaggio.’ Ibid., to the reader. 
155 Lipsius, Politica, preliminary matter, 231. See also Clerici, ‘Sulla Fortuna’, 148. 
156 ‘Il 3o e il 4o capitoli di questo quarto libro sono stati pretermessi aposta per degni riguardi’. Lipsius 
and Cato, Della politica, 90. 
157 Lipsius, Politica, 4.13, 511. 
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commended: ‘Because among the Moderns there is someone (…) who took to teaching with 

wicked doctrines our pious, and generous princes; it was no doubt a divine inspiration that 

showed Lipsius to highlight their right way, and to extract true guidelines to rule as just princes, 

and to not cause ruin as cruel tyrants, to be loved, and respected like fathers, and not hated and 

feared like persecutors.’158 

The manuscript corrections show that passages of dubious orthodoxy in the original text 

were reworked several times, which is most obviously visible in chapter 1.4 on the origins, 

power and functions of fate. Christopher Brooke has observed how Lipsius tied fate to Christian 

piety, emphasizing the role of God and his divine decree and foreknowledge of all that comes to 

pass. His views were mild, for rather than interpreting providentialism as a kind of physical 

necessity or causal determinism, he did allow free will.159 The matter of providence had been a 

hotly debated topic after Machiavelli’s elaboration in The Prince on the rival concept of fortuna. 

While divine Providence demanded piety and trust, fortuna yielded to boldness and initiative, 

and did not object to deceit.160 Deceit can be defined as a way of acting according to one’s own 

privately devised rules, and this collided with a universe in which pre-existing rules governed 

every detail. The words ‘fortune’ and ‘providence’ are in this light charged terms, and this is 

reflected in the manuscript corrections: 

 

Table 1.2: Manuscript corrections 

Ms f. 3r Corrected Ed. 1618,  p. 6 Tr. Waszink, p. 273 
Non si può per consiglio 
prudente, ne per sagace 
rimedio la fatale 
dispositione della divina 
providenza souvertire, 
o riformare 

Non si può per consiglio 
prudente, ne per sagace 
rimedio la dispositione 
della divina volontà 
souvertire, o riformare 

Non si può per consiglio 
prudente, ne per sagace 
rimedio la dispositione 
della divina providenza 
souvertire, ò riformare 

Neither a wise plan nor 
strong measures can 
undermine or modify 
the unalterable 
arrangements of divine 
providence 

 

In Lipsius’ passage on the question of responsibility for mishaps, casus was first translated as 

sorte (f. 3), then corrected to cattiva sorte, but in the printed edition it was changed into fato (p. 

6).161 Cato also struggled with the terms of fate and providence in his own comments to this 

chapter. The term chosen in the manuscript to explain the misfortune of the Vitelli bothers, who 

                                                            
158 ‘Anzi perche tra Moderni alcuno ci hà, che (…) si pronò con malvage dottrine di insegnare a nostri 
pietosi, e magnanimi Prencipi; fù, non ha dubbio, divino il sentimento, che mosse il Lipsio a rischiarare 
loro il diretto sentiero, e a porger veraci imparamenti di regnar come Prencipi giusti, e di non distrugger 
come tiranni crudeli, d’essere amati, e riveriti, come Padri, e non odiati, e temuti come persecutori.’ 
Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, to the reader. 
159 Brooke, Philosophic Pride, 27–28, 30. 
160 Machiavelli was ‘disposed to hold that fortune is the arbiter of half our actions, but that it lets us 
control roughly the other half’. Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, eds Quentin Skinner and Russell Price 
(Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 85. 
161 In English, the passage reads: ‘Thus it happens, which is the saddest outcome of all, that that which 
happens to someone, seems to happen for good reasons, so that chance becomes guilt.’ Lipsius, Politica, 
275 (my italics), 274 (Latin). 
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featured in Cato’s example, was fato.162 This was crossed out and changed into divini ordini, but 

subsequently replaced, so that the sentence in the printed edition read as follows: ‘I quattro 

fratelli Vitelli non fuggirono la disaventura di casa loro di morire di morte violenta’.163 In Cato’s 

commentary on book 3.1 the manuscript fu dalla fortuna fatto has in the edition become fù 

diventato.164 The corrections indicate that Cato and the editors tried to openly subscribe to a 

universe ruled by Providence, rather than by Machiavellian fortuna. 

Whenever in the original Politica Lipsius criticizes Machiavelli in passing, Cato in his 

comments turned this into an explicit attack. Lipsius, for instance, rejected the Machiavellian 

observation that having worthless subjects makes a king safer, but rather than referring to 

Machiavelli by name, he declared in a marginal note that this was ‘the wicked view of some.’165 

Cato, however, commented that ‘this is the opinion of the author of the discourses on Livy, of 

whom Bodin wrote that he had never read a good book, and I add that at least he did not extract 

anything good from them, or a sincere opinion.’166 He then proceeded to counter Machiavelli’s 

reasoning: 

 

But what would the author say if he had been alive, seeing that in these times have 

happily ruled, and still rule over his own Florentines – who according to him are 

powerful of mind and restless – and over the other people of this province, the three 

Grand Dukes of Tuscany, Cosimo, Francesco and the living Ferdinand, true princes by 

rightful succession, and just patrons of their states? With terms and methods in 

everything different from his teaching, (…) they have ruled, and rule the states with so 

much prudence and gentleness, liberality and uncorrupted justice, and raise their 

subjects more and more in worthiness and merit, that by having acquired the minds and 

sincere devotion of the people, they make it clear how faulty, and vain are the methods 

taught by the author.167 

                                                            
162 Cato, ms ‘Discorsi, annotationi et esempi’, f. 3. 
163 Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 7. 
164 Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 3.1, 58; Cato, ms ‘Discorsi, annotationi et esempi’, f. 20. 
165 Lipsius, Politica, 2.8, 315. 
166 ‘Questa è opinione dell’autore de’ discorsi sopra Livio, delquale scrive il Bodino non lesse mai alcun 
buon libro, & io aggiungo che almeno non ritrasse da loro alcuna buona, nè schietta opinione.’ Lipsius and 
Cato, Della politica, 2.8, 33; Cato, ms ‘Discorsi, annotationi et esempi’, f. 10v. 
167 ‘Ma che direbbe l’autore se fosse vivo, vedenda a questi tempi haver felicemente dominato, et dominare 
sopra i suoi Fiorentini havuti da lui per cervelli galgiardi, & inquieti, & sopra gli altri popoli di questa 
Provincia i tre Gran Duchi di Toscana Cosimo, Francesco, & Ferdinando vivente Prencipi per legitima 
successione veri, & giusti padroni di quegli stati? Con termini, & arti in tutto differenti dalle insegnare da 
lui, (...) hanno governato, & governano con tanta prudenza, & mansuetudine, liberalità, & incorrotta 
giustitia gli stati favorendo l’arti, & le mercantie, & essaltando di più in più i loro sudditi di valore, & di 
merito, che havendo fatto intiero acquisto dell’animo, & sincera divotione de populi fanno conoscere 
quanto è fallace, & vana l’arte insegnata dall’autore.’ Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 2.8, 34; Cato, ms 
‘Discorsi, annotationi et esempi’, f. 11r-v (endorsed without corrections). 
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Using a modern example, Cato made the presence of Machiavelli’s ideas more explicit, while 

simultaneously refuting them. Yet for all his emphasis on virtue and morality in his rejection of 

Machiavelli, Cato did endorse the limited deceit Lipsius proposed and also, as we shall see, 

reason of state. In these delicate matters, Cato argued through examples, which he used to direct 

the reader towards what he thought was the correct interpretation of Lipsius’ statements. The 

reading of historical examples – of their theoretical value and the way they should be 

approached by those who wished to put their teachings into practice in ruling a state – is a 

complex question that needs further elaboration, for it lies at the heart not just of Cato’s 

enterprise, but also of Counter-Reformation reason of state. 

 

Explicating examples 

Cato’s addition of the numerous examples was what turned his translation of the Politica into a 

new book. In the printed edition all the commentaries are grouped together at the end of each 

chapter, but the manuscript splits them up, so that Cato’s comments and examples directly 

follow a specific line or aphorism by Lipsius. Thus the manuscript uniquely enables us to trace 

precisely on which aphorisms Cato’s annotazioni were supposed to comment. He also refers to 

his own sources, and here modern authors appear, with Guicciardini as a favorite.168 Having 

dealt with Lipsius’ most unorthodox utterings in the censoring, Cato never used his annotazioni 

to distance himself from the author. They confirm, illustrate and rephrase and, I argue, bring to 

the surface a number of elements that remain implicit in Lipsius’ text. This is best illustrated by 

Cato’s commentary on Lipsius’ call for religious uniformity and the danger of civil strife caused 

by multiple religions, which, although Lipsius never made the reference explicit, was obviously 

inspired by his experience of the Dutch Revolt.  

A key event during his lifetime that greatly marked Lipsius personally was the rebellion, 

its repression and the ensuing civil war in the Netherlands. Recently Violet Soen and James 

Tracy have identified ways in which Lipsius in his writings engaged with his social and political 

context, but in the Politica the experience of the Dutch Revolt remains oblique. Violet Soen 

showed that the virtue of clemency in Lipsius’ oeuvre alternatively served as a glorification of 

the Archdukes Albert and Isabella and an unequivocal critique of the rule of the Duke of Alva.169 

Also in the Politica the key to Lipsius’ veiled response to current affairs lay in his treatment of 

clemency. Defined in book 2 as ‘a virtue which, on the basis of judgment, leans away from 

punishment and revenge, towards mildness’, clemency helped a ruler ‘secure the ends of 

                                                            
168 Cato explicitly refers to him as an important source in the printed text: Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 
3.11, 83. 
169 See Soen, ‘The  Clementia Lipsiana.’ 
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kingship by securing love, safety and stability among his subjects.’170 Rule by force produced less 

positive effects than clemency, and stability would never be achieved by ‘arms and physical 

force’.171 According to Lipsius, hatred was one of the main causes that could destroy a reign. The 

three main factors he identified as provoking hatred among subjects clearly corresponded with 

elements of Philip II’s policy that had alienated many of his subjects in the Low Countries during 

the early days of the Dutch Revolt. He had exhibited cruelty by executing the counts of Egmont 

and Horne, greed by imposing special taxations like the tenth penny, and rigidity through his 

austerity, severity and unforgiving attitude.172 And by failing to take softening and mitigating 

measures, like paying a personal visit to the Netherlands, Philip had earned himself a most 

hostile reputation. 

Although Lipsius did not directly refer to the context of the Revolt, in the corresponding 

annotations, Cato did. His note on Lipsius’ statement about the need for one single religion read 

that ‘it is in itself so clear that from mixed and various religion always follow upheavals that it is 

not necessary to prove it with other examples than the one that has been seen in France, and is 

still seen in Germany, in England, in Scotland, in Flanders, and other kingdoms, where because of 

the variety of religions everything is always full of civil wars, conspiracies, and seditions’.173 In 

his comments on key passages concerning rebellion and the hatred of subjects, Cato moreover 

wrote a substantial note on the role of the Duke of Alva during the Revolt, to illustrate ‘the 

practice of this axiom of the cut trees.’174 This referred to the aphorism in chapter 2.13, in which 

Lipsius stated, quoting Seneca: ‘like certain trees sprout out when they are cut back, just so cruelty 

in a king increases the number of his enemies by eliminating them.’175 It had been seen in the 

Netherlands, Cato argued, that after the Duke of Alva with his great severity had executed the 

counts of Egmont and Horne and many other nobles, and had imposed extraordinary taxes, the 

result proved opposite to the intention. Eventually, 

 

                                                            
170 ‘No one has remained in government for long whose reign was hated’, Lipsius argued, and history 
teaches that ‘for those rulers who moderate their rule through kindness and clemency, everything is 
bright joyful’. Judgment should provide guidance to prevent clemency from degenerating into weakness 
and apathy. Lipsius’ emphasis on clemency’s key importance is underlined by the fact that he ends his Six 
books of Politics with an admonition to rulers to allow their power and reputation to be enhanced by this 
cardinal virtue. Lipsius, Politica, 2.12-13, 325 and 327; 6.7, 707-9. 
171 Lipsius, Politica, 3.1, 349. 
172 The violent course of action was not glorious either, for ‘many penalties are as shameful to a prince as 
many funerals to a doctor’. Lipsius, Politica, 4.11, 463 and 465-95; 2.13, 329. 
173 ‘È per se tanto manifesto che dalla confusa, & varia religione derivano sempre romori che non accade a 
conprobarlo con altri esempi, che con quello che s’è veduto in Francia, & vedesi tuttavia in Germania, in 
Inghilterra, in Scotia, in Fiandra, & altri regni, dove per le varietà di Religioni ogni cosa v’è sempre pieno di 
guerre civili, di congiure, et d’insidie.’ Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 4.2, 89; Cato, ms ‘Discorsi, 
annotationi et esempi’, f. 32. 
174 ‘La practica di questo axioma degli arberi recisi’. Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 2.13, 43. 
175 Lipsius, Politica, 2.13, 329. 
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while the Duke of Alva when he had entered Flanders found the lands peaceful and quiet, 

when he departed he left them tangled in the greatest wars and turbulences, with such a 

decrease of his reputation, which he had in so many of his other enterprises honorably 

acquired, and afterwards the enemies and the uprisings against the king increased so 

much that although he sent millions and millions of gold, and so many armies and the 

bravest officers, nonetheless he has never been able to completely stop those people.176  

 

The manuscript passage continued that ‘these matters are still in great upheaval’, but in the 

printed version this was replaced with more elaborate and updated information: ‘today under 

the rule of Archduke Albert and the Infanta Isabella of Austria his wife, there is more distress 

and warfare than ever’.177  

Cato also used Alva’s behaviour in the Netherlands to illustrate Lipsius’ maxim about the 

problem of publicly punishing prominent and numerous subjects after a rebellion, which 

inevitably caused hatred. If it was inevitable, then it was most prudent to administer the 

punishment to all culprits at once, rather than one by one.178 One could say, Cato argued, that 

Alva had not acted quite prudently in the Netherlands, 

 

because after he had punished Egmont and Horne, and a few other of the most guilty in 

the rebellion, it seems that he had perhaps been more secure if he had then dropped the 

sword of vengeance and justice, and also if these had been brought to death at his first 

arrival, the fright would have been greater, (…) but meanwhile, that part of these were 

kept prisoner, the Netherlanders, foreboding the failed success with which their affairs 

were bound to end, had time to aggravate their hearts even more, plotting the counter-

moves they were to make. And that what brought on the summit of every contempt, was 

the seeing of sometimes ten, then twenty, then twenty-five people at a time being 

brought to death by executioners in several towns in Flanders, up to 800. These bloody 

spectacles of the death of noblemen were a very beastly and hard thing to see, being 

                                                            
176 ‘Il Duca d’Alva quando andò in Fiandra trovò i paesi pacifichi & quieti, cosi al partire li lasciò involti in 
guerre, & turbulenze grandissime con qualche diminutione di quella riputatione, che in tante altre sue 
imprese egli s’havea honoraremente acquistato, & i nimici di poi, & le sollevationi sono cresciute talmente 
contra il Rè in que’ paesi, che con tutto che v’habbia spesi i millioni, & millioni d’oro, & tanti esserciti, & 
capitani fortissimi, nondimeno non hà mai potuto frenare intieramente que’populi.’ Cato, ms ‘Discorsi, 
annotationi et esempi’, f. 14v-15. 
177 ‘Le cose chi sono ancora in gran moto’; ‘hoggidì sotto il dominio dell’ Arciduca Alberto, & dell’Infanta 
Donna Isabella d’Austria sua consorte vi si travaglia, & guerreggia più che mai’. Lipsius and Cato, Della 
politica, 2.13, 43. This addition must have been made at a later date, but previous to the final manuscript 
version which eventually went to print, for when the edition appeared, the Twelve Years’ Truce (1609-21) 
had temporarily brought the fighting in the Netherlands to a halt. 
178 ‘Suppongasi che molti, et grandi huomini habbiano commessi delitti, i quali non si possono castigare 
senza una grande invidia. In tal caso io ricordo questo prima che il principe male faccia morire a poco a 
poco, ma tutti in un tratto.’ Cato, ms ‘Discorsi, annotationi et esempi’, f. 58 (4.11). 
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repeated so often on public squares, and it completely deprived the subjects of any 

reasonable sentiment, seeing that they had no other way left to secure their well-being, if 

not pure desperation.179 

 

Alva’s tardy and drawn-out disciplining had brought about a situation quite contrary to the one 

he had intended. Rather than breaking their resistance, he had driven the rebels to desperation 

and radicalization, and had given them time to plan.180 

It should be noted that Cato did not support either side in the conflict in the Netherlands. 

He merely used isolated elements of the history of the Dutch Revolt to illustrate different points, 

just as he did with other histories. In his annotazione on Lipsius’ point that clemency in a prince 

makes him loved and brings about stable rule, the murder of William of Orange featured 

alongside the violent deaths of the French kings Henry III and IV and the Roman emperors Julius 

Caesar and Caligula. The latter served as counterexamples, demonstrating the fate of princes 

who had failed to ensure love and stability.181 This practice, however, often produced examples 

from the same context that contradicted one another. For instance, despite his critical attitude 

toward Philip II’s intransigent response to the Dutch Revolt, Cato praised his brave and virtuous 

military defence of the Catholic faith, despite the troubles it had caused him. For this, he would 

be remembered for centuries as an excellent, pious and just prince.182 

Cato in his commentaries did not restrict himself to the classics and drew on both 

ancient and modern history. One glance at the index of names mentioned in the annotazioni 

makes this clear; among the most frequently occurring are Roman emperors such as Tiberius 

(mentioned 14 times), Hadrianus (9) and Augustus (8), but the medieval and moderns are in the 

majority, with Louis XI of France (14), Charles V (12), Ludovico Sforza (8) most prominent 

among many others. Cato made special use of the example of two kings, one ancient and one 

                                                            
179 ‘Perche puniti Agamonte, & Horno, & alcuni altri pochi de’ più colpevoli nella ribellione, pare che fosse 
stato più sicuro à fermare poi la spada della vendetta, & della giustitia, & se questi anche fossero stati nel 
suo primo arrivo fatti morire, lo spavento era maggiore, (...) ma mentre, che questi furono tenuti un pezzo 
prigioni, i Fiaminghi presaghi del cattivo essito, à che dovevano le cose loro riuscire, hebbero tempo 
d’andare inasprendo tuttavia più i cuori, macchinando la contramina, che erano da fare, & quello che 
accrebbe il colmo d’ogni contumacia, fù il vedere che quando dieci, & quando venti, & venticinque 
personaggi per volta in diverse città della Fiandra erano fatti morire fino al numeri d’otto cento per mano 
de’carnefici, la quale cosa fiera, & durissima per vedersi rinnovare cosi spesso sanguinosi spettacoli di 
morte d’huomini nobili sulle publiche piazze, levava del tutto ogni ragionevole sentimento a’sudditi, 
vedendo non rimanere loro altra via si salute se non dalla schietta desperatione.’ Lipsius and Cato, Della 
politica, 4.11, 162. 
180 In book 6, Lipsius came back to this point on how in the early stage, it was crucial not to provoke 
subjects but to guide them gently back to obedience. Lipsius again quoted Tacitus, who wrote that ‘often 
the beginnings of rebellion have been stopped by moderate measures.’ When it came to punishing rebels, the 
ruler had to be exceptionally cautious. Punishment should always be proportional to the crime committed, 
and limited, and directed only against the most prominent wrongdoers. Lipsius, Politica, 6.4, 685 and 687. 
181 Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 2.12, 38-41, 40 (quote). 
182 Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 4.2, 90. 
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relatively modern, namely the emperor Tiberius and the late medieval French king Louis XI (r. 

1461-83). The key examples of Louis and Tiberius and the dynamic between them were for Cato 

a tool to articulate his reading of the political ideas in Lipsius’ text, especially when it came to his 

position regarding reason of state. Through his use of these two examples we can discern his 

struggle with the tension between political expediency and his ideal of a moral and orthodox 

reason of state. Both rulers were reputed for their prudence, but they illustrate two distinct 

faces of political prudence as it appears in reason of state: (calculated) virtue and foresight, or 

cold pragmatism and deceit. 

In his address to the reader, Cato openly doubted the reliability of ancient sources, which 

for ‘the shadows in which they are enveloped, are perhaps not in everything convenient for the 

use in our very different times.’183 Throughout his commentaries, Cato continuously drew 

attention to his use of both ancient and modern examples, emphasizing the difference between 

them with remarks such as ‘leaving aside the more ancient examples…’ or ‘to also add examples 

from times less remote’.184 The most popular source of information about the reign of Louis XI 

available to sixteenth-century writers was Philippe de Commynes’ Mémoires (1524), which 

portrayed Louis XI in a positive light.185 Cato also claimed to have used the Mémoires in the 

annotazioni, referring to Commynes’ title of lord of Argentone.186 Although claiming the 

authority of the Mémoires was no guarantee of the author having actually read them, it would 

certainly have been in his power to use a French edition or the Italian translation by Lorenzo 

Conti, which appeared around the same time Cato was translating the Politica.187 For Cato, Louis 

was the paragon of prudent kings, who knew how to bend the times to his will because he knew 

them.188 Louis is often used to illustrate the more traditionally Christian virtues in the first 

books: for instance, he was invariably loyal to his wife, even though she was quite ugly.189  

Most often, however, Louis XI features in the book which treats the prudence of the ruler, 

for Louis XI was uniquely capable of incorporating dissimulation into his statecraft. He was the 

                                                            
183 ‘Alle tenebre, entro alle quali sono involti, non convengono forse in ogni lor parte all’uso cotanto vario 
de’ nostri tempi.’ Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, to the reader. 
184 ‘Lasciando i più antichi essempi…’; ‘Per addurre anche essempi di men remoti tempi’. Lipsius and Cato, 
Della politica, 2.1, 20 and 2.6, 29-30. 
185 Philippe de Commynes, Cronique & hystoire: contenant les choses advenues durant le regne du Roy Loys 
XIe (Paris: Galliot du Pre, 1524). 
186 ‘Scrive l’Argentone che il Rè Luigi….’. Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 3.4, 65; see also 3.10, 80. 
187 Philippe de Commynes, Delle memorie di Filippo di Comines cavaliero & signore d’Argentone intorno alle 
principali attioni di Ludovico Undicesimo, trans. Lorenzo Conti (Genoa: Heredi di G. Bartoli, 1594). As in 
France, the Italian translation went through many reissues during the seventeenth century: Milan: G. 
Bordoni, 1610; Brescia: Bartolomeo Fontana, 1613; Venice: Domenico Usso, 1613; Milan: G. B. Bidello, 
1623; Venice: Bertani, 1640. 
188 ‘Rè Luigi più volte in queste ricordato fù uno de’più saggi Prencipi, & che sapea meglio tirare le cose a 
suo proposito, ch’egli conoscesse a suoi giorni’. Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 3.4, 65. For a typical 
instance of his prudent statecraft, see for example Cato’s interpretation of his handling of the episode of 
the conspiracy of Charles, Duke of Burgundy. Ibid., 3.1, 58-59. 
189 Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 2.17, 55; Cato, ms ‘Politica’, f. 19 (‘atenda a sua moglie’). 
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main example for the strategy of ostensibly entering into an alliance with one party, while 

secretly favouring another. Having concluded a treaty with Duke Philip of Burgundy, who 

intended to embark on a disastrous military enterprise in Germany to conquer Guelders, the 

king, knowing and trusting that this would ruin him, encouraged him to enter into ‘that 

enterprise, of which the wise king foresaw, that it had to be followed by his weakening.’ He knew 

this because ‘the king secretly sent much greater amounts of money to the Germans, because 

they could not receive much support from their Emperor, who was poor’, and thus they had 

much more success in repulsing the forces of the duke.190 Cato also referred to Louis in the last 

pivotal chapters on ‘mixed prudence’, where this same event illustrated how states are 

overthrown by deceit. ‘King Louis XI always ruled with dissimulation and cunning’, and it was 

clear from the examples that this was extremely expedient.191 

In Cato’s very extensive annotation on Lipsius’ praise of authority and how to secure it 

(chapter 4.9), nearly his entire repertoire of examples was mentioned once, but both Tiberius 

and Louis returned prominently and repeatedly. Louis XI featured in an anecdote to illustrate 

Lipsius’ point that a ruler should not allow any slight of his authority. After one of Louis’ agents 

had been assaulted by a gentleman while carrying out royal orders, the king appeared in person 

at the court, with his right arm in braces and a sling around his neck. When people asked him 

whether he had been hurt, he replied that he had, ‘in his justice, which was the right arm of his 

rule.’ The transgressor suffered severe and exemplary punishment.192 Where Louis’ strictness 

was inspired by a prudent defence of justice aided by dissimulation, Tiberius’ kind of prudence 

in Cato’s depiction was one of rigor and cruelty, which he managed to dissimulate. He was the 

best example of a ruler who kept authority firmly to himself, gradually taking power away from 

the Senate and the people, but always hiding his agenda.193 It was also Tiberius who exemplified 

the unfortunate necessity for a ruler to treat his own children severely, since he sent his son 

Drusus on the dangerous mission to pacify the mutinous soldiers in Pannonia.194 

Unlike Louis, who was consistently portrayed as a flawless ruler, Tiberius’ status 

throughout Cato’s Politica was more ambiguous. Cato defended Tiberius against criticism raised 

against him by other writers. Some people believed, he wrote, that Tiberius prolonged offices 

merely out of indolence, unwilling to take the trouble to find suitable replacements on a regular 

                                                            
190 ‘Quell’impresa, della quale prevedeva il sagace Re, che doveva seguir negli diminutione’; ‘il Re 
occultamente somministrava anche molto maggiori sovventioni di dinari à gli Alemani, affinche non 
potendo essi recevere gran socorso dal loro Imperatore, che era povero, potessero tanto meglio rintuzzare 
le forze del Duca.’ Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 4.9, 128; Cato, ms ‘Discorsi, annotationi et esempi’, f. 47. 
191 ‘Si governò il Rè Luigi XI. sempre con simulationi, & astutie.’ Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 4.13, 176; 
Cato, ms ‘Discorsi, annotationi et esempi’, f. 63v (‘Con le frodi, et inganni si rivoltano sotto sopra i regni’). 
192 ‘Nella giustitia, che era il braccio dritto della sua corona.’ Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 4.9, 119; Cato, 
ms ‘Discorsi, annotationi et esempi’, f. 39v. 
193 Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 4.9, 118. 
194 Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 4.6, 99. 
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basis or unwilling to share the riches of the state with so many of his subjects. In Cato’s opinion, 

he might have been partly motivated by the first reason, but ‘being a prince of judgment’ it 

seemed to Cato ‘little likely, that somebody who was patron of the entire world, could fall prey to 

such a vile sentiment as resenting the good of his own subjects.’195 It appeared to him that 

Tiberius’ behaviour had more to do with indolence. So although Tiberius did not conform to his 

rule of princely tirelessness and industry, Cato refused to abandon him and was prepared to 

accept him as a man of reason.  

Above all, Tiberius was the example of a ruler whose words and actions did not always 

correspond: he was the master dissimulator. When Tiberius was advised to frequently rotate 

important military and civil offices, he openly declared that he agreed, but Cato observed that in 

reality he acted very differently. ‘These words were spoken by Tiberius out of dissimulation’, for 

‘practice showed that it was his habit to prolong the appointments, and to leave many until their 

death in offices within the armies, and in the provinces.’196 In the chapter on mixed prudence, 

Lipsius himself referred to Tiberius in connection to dissimulation. Cato went further and 

actually praised Tiberius for his cunning:  

 

Tiberius used to say ‘nescit regnare qui nescit desimulare’: he who does not know how to 

dissimulate, does not know how to rule. And indeed Tiberius himself was the prince of 

the greatest dissimulations that have ever been, in such a way that neither Louis XI nor 

Ferdinand King of Castile, nor many other princes who were very good dissimulators, 

could hardly have been disciples of him, who was the most excellent master of every 

manner of dissimulation.197 

 

By ascribing the phrase ‘qui nescit dissimulare…’ to a prudent historical ruler, Cato 

contributed to a long tradition, for the phrase became one of the most frequently used tenets in 

reason-of-state literature. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, political theorists 

usually ascribed it to Louis XI, initially to demonstrate his reprehensible view of politics. Around 

the turn of the century, however, writers started hailing ‘qui nescit…’ as a political maxim and 

                                                            
195 ‘Essendo egli Prencipe di giudicio’; ‘poco verisimile, che in uno, il quale era patrone di tutto il mondo, 
possa cadere una cosi vile passione d’animo d’invidiare il bene de’propri sudditi’. Lipsius and Cato, Della 
politica, 4.9, 123-24; Cato, ms ‘Discorsi, annotationi et esempi’, f. 43. 
196 ‘Queste parole furono da Tiberio pronociate per dissimulatione’, for ‘la practica dimostrò, che fù suo 
costume di prolongare i governi, & di lasciare molti infino alla morte a’carichi de gli esserciti, & delle 
Provincie.’ Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 4.9, 123; Cato, ms ‘Discorsi, annotationi et esempi’, f. 43. 
197 ‘Soleva dire Tiberio nescit regnare qui nescit desimulare. Non sà regnare chi non sà dissimulare, & 
invero fù il medesimo Tiberio Prencipe de’ maggiori dissimulatori, che sieno mai stati, per modo che ne 
Luigi XI. ne Ferdinando Re di Castiglia, ne molti alti Prencipi stati à loro di ottimi dissimulatori, sarebbono 
à pena stati discepoli di lui, che fù eccellentissimo maestro d’ogni maniera di dissimulatione.’ Cato, ms 
‘Discorsi, annotationi et esempi’, f. 68. 
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turned Louis from a villain into a sage.198 Louis became the exemplary ruler for raison d’état 

theorists: his reputed pragmatism and political skill supported their arguments. The Frenchman 

Gabriel Naudé called him ‘the wisest and most sensible of kings’ in his Considérations politiques 

sur les coups d’estat (1639), arguing that subterfuge and dissimulation were permissible in 

certain circumstances.199 In his best-selling political emblem book Idea de un principe politico-

christiano (1640) the Spanish statesman and diplomat Diego de Saavedra Fajardo wrote how 

‘King Louis XI of France wanted that only his son Charles VIII would learn, “Qui nescit 

dissimulare, nescit regnare” (he who does not know how to dissimulate, does not know how to 

rule).’200 The corresponding emblem showed a canopy with a lion’s skin hanging underneath it 

(Image 4). The prince should act like, but not impersonate, a lion; rather than the beastly and 

irrational qualities Machiavelli had described, a ruler needed to possess rational valour 

accompanied by justice.201  Italian political writers such as Giovanni Botero, Traiano Boccalini 

and Girolamo Frachetta all based part of their writings on the exemplary reign of Louis XI. They 

included it in the discursive tradition of so-called ‘commynism’, which was a helpful corrective, 

as Thomas Maissen has argued, to Tacitism and Machiavellism. Introducing Christian faith and 

divine providence into these pagan discourses, Louis XI was the ideal figure to reconcile 

Catholicism and reason of state.202 

 

 

                                                            
198 Adrianna Bakos, ‘“Qui Nescit Dissimulare, Nescit Regnare”: Louis XI and Raison d’État During the Reign 
of Louis XIII’, Journal of the History of Ideas 52, no. 3 (1991): 400–1. 
199 Naudé openly acknowledged his intellectual debt to Lipsius, and also distinguished between various 
types of prudence: ‘ordinary’ and ‘extraordinary’ prudence. The former conformed to the accepted tenets 
of Christian morality, and the latter included actions that seemed contrary to morality, and could only be 
legitimately employed in exceptional circumstances, when there was a clear necessity to the state. Bakos, 
402–3; Gabriel Naudé, Considerations politiques sur les coups d’Estat. Par G. N. P. (Rome: s.n., 1639). 
200 ‘Con este fin, y para semejantes casos, se diò à este Empresa el mote Ut sciat regnare, sacado de aquella 
sentencia, que el Rey Ludovico Undecimo de Francia quiso que solamente aprendiese su hijo Carlos 
Octavo, Qui nescit dissimulare, nescit regnare; en que se incluye toda la sciencia de Reynar.’ Diego de 
Saavedra Fajardo, Idea de un principe politico-christiano, representado en cien empresas (1640; 
Amsterdam: Janssonius, 1659), 372. 
201 The emblem reflected this through a column standing next to the dangling ‘skin of the lion, symbol of 
virtue, which for that reason was given to Hercules’ (‘Significado en la piel del Leon simbolo de la virtud, 
que por esto la dedicaron a Hercules’). Tiny snakes twist on top of the lion’s head. Saavedra explained the 
narrow confines of acceptable dissimulation, which Lipsius had interpreted far too loosely. He admitted 
that strength under certain circumstances needed to be accompanied by cleverness, but ‘in this emblem 
the front of the lion is crowned not with the cunning of the fox, vile and fraudulent, unworthy of the 
generosity and magnanimous heart of the prince; but with serpents, symbol of empire and of prudent and 
vigilant majesty.’ (‘Se corona en esta Empresa la frente del Leon, no las artes de la Raposa, viles y 
fraudulentas, indignas de la generosidad, y corazon magnamino del Principe; sino con las Sierpes, simbolo 
del Imperio, y de la Magestad prudente y vigilante.’) Ibid., 373. 
202 Thomas Maissen, ‘Le “Commynisme Italien”: Louis XI, héros de la Contre-Reforme’, Bibliothèque 
d’Humanisme et Renaissance 58, no. 2 (1996): 313–49. 
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Image 4: Diego de Saavedra Fajardo, Idea de un principe politico-christiano, representado en cien empresas 
(1640; Amsterdam: Janssonius, 1659), emblem 43, p. 369. 

 
‘Para saber reinar, sepa disimular’:  

In order to know how to rule, know how to dissimulate. 

 

 

Tiberius and Louis exemplified the two faces of political prudence. In Cato’s Politica, both 

rulers practiced dissimulation and (limited) deceit, but Tiberius personified hard prudence or 

cold and ruthless reason of state, while Louis stood for the moral side, or pragmatism combined 

with respect for justice, wisdom and foresight. As we saw above, Lipsius’ Politica greatly 

contributed to reason-of-state discourse, but he never explicitly used the term. But Cato did, and 

he chose Tiberius as his example. Illustrating Lipsius’ point about the importance after a 

rebellion to both punish the leaders and be forgiving towards the followers, Cato recalled the 

threat the former slave Clemens posed to Tiberius by impersonating his late master Agrippa 

shortly after the death of Augustus.203 Tiberius had Clemens strangled, but extended a pardon 

                                                            
203 Cassius Dio writes how Clemens adopted the identity of Agrippa, Tiberius’ rival who had recently died. 
He gained followers, but was eventually seized. Brought before Tiberius, the emperor allegedly asked him 
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towards the many nobles and senators who had supported him with money and counsel, despite 

his well-known cruel nature. Cato concluded that ‘not proceeding any further in this matter was 

no doubt done for reasons of state.’ 204 As Cato’s text shows, Tiberius and his reason of state were 

valued and defended, but they bordered on the unorthodox. It is therefore perhaps no surprise 

that Cato cast the ancient emperor in this role, despite his explicit reservations concerning the 

ancients. He himself explained that examples like this could perhaps be found somewhere in the 

modern world, but with these slippery affairs it is best ‘not to leave ancient times.’205 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Studying translations of Lipsius’ Politica enables us to explore the individual reading and 

interpretations of the text by the translator. Moverover, through the choices made in the process 

of translation, we can trace how the translators attempted to guide or manipulate the readers of 

these vernacular texts, and how they thought about applying them to concrete situations in the 

political present. If misinterpreted by its readers, this innovative text which addressed a 

pressing political issue but bordered on unorthodoxy could do its translator serious harm. In his 

Italian Politica, Cato distanced his translation from Machiavelli and advocated a moral reason of 

state through the examples he used to comment on Lipsius’ text. The historical examples were 

not only a tool for Cato to make explicit his own reading of the Politica, but they also directed the 

vernacular readers towards adopting his interpretation and, with this, his moral take on reason 

of state. Mendoza’s strategy of mitigating the Politica’s controversial nature was less explicit. 

With his alterations of the book’s layout he encouraged his readers to approach the book as a 

whole, instead of reading fragments of it in isolation, and he made it look as if Lipsius were the 

sole author of the text. The Spanish Política looked like a conventional reformist treatise, 

intended as an intervention in the debate about politics and morality that was being conducted 

in the Spanish monarchy at the time. 

These two translators used different ways to negotiate orthodoxy. Mendoza’s work 

indicates the presence and high reputation of Lipsius’ writings among Spanish political and 

intellectual elites. Through his typographical interventions Mendoza obscured the fact that 

Lipsius’ Politica had come about in the first place by selecting and ordering fragments of 

information and sentences from a wide variety of sources. Cato, on the other hand, had adopted 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
how he had become Agrippa Postumus, to which Clemens replied, ‘the same way you became Caesar.’ 
Cassius Dio, Roman History, 57:16. 
204 ‘L’havere cessato da procedere più innanzi in questo affare non hà dubbio che fu fatto da lui per 
ragione di stato.’ Lipsius and Cato, Della politica, 4.9, 121. 
205 ‘Esempi di questo genere de’ presenti tempi non d’addurranno, con tutto che non ve ne manchino in 
diverse parti del Mondo, ma per essere materia lubrica sia bene à non uscire dell’antichità.’ Lipsius and 
Cato, Della politica, 4.11, 165. 
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Lipsius’ technique. Through a careful ordering of examples and information, he indicated with 

his annotazioni how Lipsius’ maxims and his theory of uniting of political reality and moral law 

could be projected onto concrete situations from the political past and present. This mechanism, 

I contend, points towards a key insight into the way reason of state could function in both theory 

and practice. History was a crucial contributor. The next chapter will engage with the debate 

over what ‘history’ meant for late-sixteenth-century intellectuals and how they thought about its 

uses, but here I want to highlight its role in reason of state not just as the main teacher of 

acquiring the key political skill of prudence, but as a container of anecdotes and fragments of 

information that could be selected, ordered and manipulated. 

This connects to the work done by Ann Blair and others, discussed in the introduction, 

about the early modern development of strategies for the management of overabundant 

information and textual knowledge so that contemporaries would still be able to turn it to 

practical use.206 Even though the authors of commonplace books, including the Politica and much 

other reason-of-state writing, were compilers rather than conveyors of personal opinions, 

according to Blair organizing information often involved thought.207 In historical works, the 

process of ordering and selecting historical ‘data’ defined the contents and benefits of history – 

without it, history was just a mass of loose anecdotes, examples and stories that could have no 

real meaning in the present. By virtue of its empirical and history-grounded nature, reason of 

state was centrally involved with the techniques of selecting and organizing (historical) 

information. Where Lipsius and Cato played with history and political content through careful 

ordering in their versions of the Politica, with Mendoza we see a similar process when 

examining his Política next to Theorica y Practica de Guerra. Here, he explicitly pointed to the 

importance of not merely assembling, but of ordering information – to ‘order things present by 

example and warning of the past, which makes us able to foresee things to come.’208 I have not 

intended to suggest that Cato’s evidence signifies that Mendoza and all other readers of Lipsius 

in the Spanish monarchy shared his interpretation of the Politica, but I do contend (and hope to 

show in the next chapters) that the mechanism of dissecting history and ordering information in 

reason-of-state discourse, which Cato’s Politica exemplifies, was pervasive in the Spanish 

monarchy. 

Approaching reason of state in the context of Counter-Reformation Catholicism, we can 

apply the concepts of Blair’s information management and Moss’ ‘commonplace mentality’ to 

explain the fragmented nature of the texts and to become aware of the way extracted pieces of 

                                                            
206 Blair, Too Much to Know, 2–10; Vivo, Information and Communication; Moss, Printed Commonplace-
Books; Moss, ‘The Politica of Justus Lipsius’. See above, Introduction. 
207 See also Bireley, The Counter-Reformation Prince, 78; Waszink, ‘Introduction’, 49–56. 
208 ‘… para ordenar las cosas presentes y el exemplo y escarmiento de las passadas, que haze antever las 
futuras’. Mendoza, Theorica y Practica, 4. 
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history and information were stored, selected and organized to convey new meanings. It alerts 

us to the extent to which narrative and argument are actually compilations of references, 

quotations and historical anecdotes. Old wisdoms carried authority, and through the process of 

organization, they could gain new meaning in a different context. However, organizing could do 

more than convey an author’s opinion. As Lipsius himself proposed, under the right conditions a 

ruler was not bound by the rules of moral justice. Individuals could use the practice of writing 

and explaining through the ordering of information to justify why a certain unorthodox decision 

needed to be taken, directed at the worldly end of the preservation of the state. Organizing 

(historical) information was thus closely connected to the essential point of ‘moderate’ reason of 

state, with circumstances defining necessity, and necessity temporarily suspending moral law. 



 

74 
 

 

 

CHAPTER 2 

 

‘The inexhaustible ocean of politics’ 

Tacitus and the political counsel of history 

 
 
 

 

Because I do not know what other reason could count in discourses and resolutions of 

state, if not that which is made out of the examples of past cases, and out of the rules and 

general premises formed by the ancients or moderns through these same events.1 

Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos, Suma de preceptos ... en consejo de estado (1614). 

 

Oh excellence and ingenuity of Tacitus, for if he had to speak about the present case, he 

would not have been able to depict nor exaggerate with more appropriate and truthful 

words that which I expect the Spanish nation desires and will execute when the occasion 

arrives, because as he says, there are other men, but not other customs, and if there were 

traitors to whom the Romans would say anything, today there are Dutch to whom the 

Spanish will say and do the same.2 

Fernando Alvía de Castro, ‘Oraciones ... contra los Olandeses’ (1629). 

 

Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos and Fernando Alvía de Castro, humanists and agents in the 

service of the Spanish monarchy, were confident that the guide to present-day politics could be 

extracted from the past, especially from the historical writings of Cornelius Tacitus. Like no 

other he had pointedly formulated truths about politics and human nature which were still valid, 

since the human disposition remained constant throughout the ages, and the parallels between 

modern composite monarchies and the first-century Roman Empire were paramount. During 

                                                            
1 ‘Porque no sé yo qué otra razón puede valer en los discursos y resoluciones de Estado, sino la que se 
hace con los ejemplos de los casos pasados, y con las reglas y proposiciones generales formados por los 
antiguos o modernos por estos mismos sucesos.’ Barrientos and Pérez, Suma de preceptos, 15. 
2 ‘O exçelencia del ingenio de Tacito, pues quando oviera de hablar en el caso presente, no pudiera pintar 
ni exagerarlo con palabras mas proprias y verdaderas a lo que yo espero que la nacion española està 
desseando y executara quando llegue la occaçion, porque como diçe ay otros hombres, pero no otras 
costumbres, si hubo traidores contra quien los Romanos digan aquello, ay ahora Olandeses contra quienes 
diran y haran lo mismo los españoles.’ Fernando Alvía de Castro, ‘Oraciones y discursos políticos contra 
los Olandeses’, Arxiu Històric de la Ciutat de Barcelona, Ms A. 72, f. 50v. Quote in title: ‘(...) solo con 
autoridades de Cornelio Tacito, mar oceano politico inagotable’. Ibid., f. 1v. I am grateful to Felipe Vidales 
de Castillo for bringing this manuscript to my attention. 



 

75 
 

the first decades of the seventeenth century the popularity of Tacitus soared all over Europe. 

The first modern edition prepared by Justus Lipsius in 1574 was followed before 1650 by at 

least 67 new editions of the Annals and the Histories, both in Latin and in the various 

vernaculars, and between 1580 and 1700 over a hundred commentaries on Tacitus appeared in 

the form of discourses, extracts and compilations of aphorisms.3 Álamos de Barrientos’ 

vernacular Tácito español was one of three Spanish translations that appeared in close 

succession.4 All of the Spanish translators were men with active political and military careers 

within the monarchy, and they all testified about the practical value of Tacitus in the present. Or 

as Michel de Montaigne famously wrote: Tacitus was ‘proper in a sick and troubled state, as ours 

is in the present age.’5 

Acquiring and applying knowledge that came from history was a central feature of early 

modern reason of state. In the first chapter, we have seen how Lipsius set the example of 

constructing a theory of prudence from disparate historical sources and how a similar method of 

selecting and organizing history could be used to express ideas about statecraft. There was, 

however, another way in which reason-of-state authors drew on history: by advocating 

engagement with the past, especially with classical histories, in order to devise ways to improve 

future politics. This is how the historical works of Tacitus came to occupy a central place in 

reason-of-state discourse. Like no other classical historian, Tacitus was praised by late 

Renaissance readers for the analytical style of his works, his sharp insights into the psychology 

of rulers, his attention to the divide between reputation and reality, his emphasis on the utile 

rather than the honestum, and on man’s propensity for ambition, corruption and dissimulation.6  

The historiography of so-called ‘Tacitism’ is immense. Starting with Giuseppe Toffanin’s 

Machiavelli e il ‘Tacitismo’, a broad spectrum of historians have attempted to identify the early 

modern reception of Tacitus’ historical works as an intellectual tradition and to assess its 

importance in early modern political thought.7 Although these historians have highlighted 

contemporaries’ practical aims in studying Tacitus, none of them has effectively united the study 

                                                            
3 Burke, ‘Tacitism, Scepticism, and Reason of State’, 485; For an extensive catalogue of vernacular 
translations produced in Europe, both in manuscript and print, see Martínez Bermejo, Translating Tacitus, 
20–5, 3. 
4 Martínez Bermejo, Translating Tacitus, 80–1. 
5 Mark Morford, ‘Tacitean Prudentia and the Doctrines of Justus Lipsius’, in Tacitus and the Tacitean 
Tradition, eds Torry Luce and Anthony Woodman (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1993), 139; 
Alexandra Gajda, ‘Tacitus and Political Thought in Early Modern  Europe, c. 1530 - c. 1640’, in The 
Cambridge Companion to Tacitus, ed. Anthony Woodman (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 
2009), 258 (quote). 
6 J. G. A. Pocock, Barbarism and Religion, Volume Three: The First Decline and Fall (Cambridge etc.: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 18. More references follow below, but see Peter Burke, ‘Tacitism’, in 
Tacitus, ed. T. A. Dorey (London: Routledge, 1969), 150; Burke, ‘Tacitism, Scepticism and Reason of State’; 
Tuck, Philosophy and Government, 40. 
7 Giuseppe Toffanin, Machiavelli e il ‘Tacitismo’ (Padova: Draghi, 1921). For a historiographical overview, 
see below. 
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of the scholarly work of the Tacitists with an exploration of their activities in the political arena, 

for example as informants or counsellors. Yet political counsel is the ultimate context in which 

the reception of Tacitus and his political realism intersect with concrete political developments 

and in which individuals attempted to use the past to manipulate the present in order to shape 

the future. In the early seventeenth century, four separate individuals, who were also active in 

various parts of the Spanish monarchy as soldiers, counsellors and informants, translated the 

historical works of Tacitus. Drawing on the Tacitus translations of Baltasar Álamos de 

Barrientos, Carlos Coloma, Manuel Sueyro and Fernando Alvía de Castro as well as on the 

sources they produced as active political agents, this chapter explores the theory and practice of 

using Tacitus’ histories in statecraft in the early-seventeenth-century Spanish monarchy. 

The premise of conceiving of and effectively turning ancient history into a guide for the 

seventeenth-century present was fraught with complications and obstacles. Firstly, classical 

authors had produced their texts many centuries ago, in a different, pagan world.8 Much modern 

scholarship has located the enthusiastic studying of Tacitus in the late Renaissance within a 

Europe-wide move of developing sophisticated methods of studying the classics. In his survey of 

methodological innovations within the ars historica genre, for instance, Antony Grafton has 

argued that a dawning awareness of anachronism and the critical studying of primary sources 

increasingly located the ancients in their own, remote context.9  According to Grafton and others, 

humanist culture gradually moved towards the key methodological and epistemological shifts 

which laid the foundations for the ‘modern’ profession of history and historical consciousness.10 

Another complication in learning from the classics was how to practically turn books filled with 

diverse wisdom into manageable lessons for the present. Scholarship from the last decade, 

notably by Jacob Soll and recently by Saúl Martínez Bermejo, has extensively drawn attention to 

the connection between the political use of Tacitus’ texts and early modern reading, how 

through excerpting, note taking and organizing, humanists ‘broke down and represented’ 

Tacitus’ histories in order to isolate and extract individual lessons and exempla, often with the 

intention of turning the texts’ most excellent political knowledge into guidelines for action.11  

In the narrative of the development of ‘modern’ in scholarship, Spanish authors rarely 

appear.12 Yet in the translations of Tacitus and in other texts about the essence and use of 

history from the Spanish monarchy, ideas about change and historical distance were present as 

                                                            
8 Tacitus was, in fact, accused of impiety almost as often as he was praised, and Diego de Saavedra Fajardo, 
for instance, wondered whether his doctrines ‘did more harm to the public peace than the invention of 
gunpowder’. Quote obtained from Martínez Bermejo, Translating Tacitus, 59.  
9 Grafton, What Was History? 
10 See below, and Alexandra Walsham, ‘History, Memory, and the English Reformation’, The Historical 
Journal 55, no. 4 (2012): 905–6. 
11 Soll, ‘Amelot Annotates Tacitus’; Martínez Bermejo, Translating Tacitus, 120. 
12 Grafton does pay some attention to Spanish humanists of the sixteenth century, such as Sebastián Fox 
Morcillo. Grafton, What Was History?, 38. 
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in the rest of Europe. Moreover, during the first decades of the seventeenth century, when the 

king and the Council of State were casting about for military and political strategies to keep the 

monarchy intact, the ‘Tacitist’ thinker-agents struggled with ways of extracting lessons from the 

classical past and turning them into concrete remedies for the present. Evidence of the way they 

used Tacitus in the political arena can sometimes be fragmentary, and most of it takes the form 

of documents of counsel. A thorough tracking of the sources does, however, demonstrate that 

with the cases of Álamos, Coloma, Sueyro and Alvía, the context of the Spanish monarchy offers a 

real opportunity to study the practical side of Tacitism, which has never been properly 

understood. In the wider context of reason of state in the Spanish monarchy, moreover, their 

cases illustrate how classical history was used not just to construct a realist political discourse 

that operated in the borderland between pragmatism and moral justice, but also how this was 

applied in political practice. 

To explore the practice of ‘Tacitism’, this chapter outlines a few principal ways in which 

we can observe these thinker-agents applying the lessons from the past to the political arena. 

They highlighted a general awareness of decline and human corruption, and its consequences 

for calculating individuals’ behaviour in certain situations. They used historical analogies and 

the authority of precedent in order to persuade others to adopt certain policies. And they tried 

to use the past in order to forecast and possibly manipulate the future, and in this process they 

struggled with a conception of Providence. I argue that, having adopted many of the philological 

techniques that were part of contemporary humanist culture, Spanish Tacitists were conscious 

of the phenomenon of historical change, and generally aware of the time span that separated 

their world from the one Tacitus had described. Yet this did not lead them to reject the classical 

histories as sources of exempla or guides to the present. Especially in the political arena they 

could effortlessly express Tacitean commonplaces about human nature, employ anachronistic 

analogies between the ancient past and the present, and select historical facts in order to project 

likely future courses. In this last case, the ancient past was moreover a safe space that could be 

used to criticize present policies or express warnings, without infringing on the domain of 

Providence. 

How could Spanish Tacitists be aware of change and differences, and still advocate 

learning from historical precedents or employ anachronistic analogies in their theoretical 

writing and political activities? Here, I build on a body of nuances that have recently been made 

to the thesis of the gradual development of ‘modern’ historical consciousness. Judith Pollmann 

has most recently contested the idea that historical consciousness or ‘modernity’ became 

possible only when people gave up on the synchronic or analogical way of thinking about the 

past and began to think of synchronic and diachronic approaches to the past as successive stages 

in a linear history of historical consciousness. In the early modern world, Pollmann has argued, 
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the synchronic and the diachronic modes of historical thought could coexist One or the other 

could be employed as a matter of choice, depending on the context and purpose of its use, and 

the fact that people used anachronistic modes of thought or representation does not imply that 

they were unable to conceive of a cognitive distance between past and present or unable to 

perceive change.13 Based on his research into early modern England, moreover, Daniel Woolf has 

pointed out that it was actually a broadly carried sense of change in society that enabled these 

intellectual developments to happen in the first place.14 

Pollmann’s thesis goes a long way in explaining how Spanish Tacitists could perceive 

change, yet use the past anachronistically in the political arena. The present findings contribute 

evidence from the realm of practical politics and processes of decision-making, to which the 

works of Pollmann or Woolf have not extended. Moreover, the case of these Spanish Tacitists’ 

engagement with policy and decision-making can illuminate the struggle between Providence 

and prognosticating reason of state, which was highly relevant in Catholic contexts. I have thus 

studied these Tacitists not as a group of innovative intellectuals on their way to becoming 

modern, but as individuals who thought about ways in which the past could have actual meaning 

in their present.  

The first section of this chapter examines ‘Tacitism’ against the background of the 

historiographical narratives about the early modern study and use of the past. The debates 

about Tacitus, scholarship and different modes of historical thought are further outlined. It also 

includes a brief examination of the discourse within the Spanish monarchy on the theory of 

writing and reading history. The second section turns to the four Spanish translations of Tacitus, 

demonstrating the ambiguous nature of their authors’ ‘Tacitism’: they were both keen to assert 

the traditional value of Tacitus as a source of didactic commonplaces and confidently ‘modern’, 

in the sense that they emphasized and explicated their distance from and superiority over the 

(pagan) ancients. It will then explore how these thinker-agents applied the lessons from the past 

to the political arena – highlighting human corruption, using historical analogies and employing 

the authority of history and precedent in order to convince. The last section examines studying 

the past in order to prognosticate. It will explore how these attempts conflicted with Providence 

and what solutions were found.   

 

  

                                                            
13 Pollmann, Memory in Early Modern Europe, 48, 51. 
14 Woolf, The Social Circulation. See also E. J. Hobsbawm, ‘The Social Function of the Past: Some Questions’, 
Past & Present 55, no. 1 (1972): 3–17. 
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I – ‘TACITISM’, SCHOLARSHIP AND DISTANCE 

 

‘Tacitism’ 

The term ‘Tacitism’ was coined in 1921 by Giuseppe Toffanin, who distinguished between ‘red’ 

and ‘black’ Tacitism, or veiled republicanism and occult Machiavellism respectively.15 Many 

historians have since attempted to identify the early modern reception of Tacitus’ historical 

works as an intellectual tradition, and the historiography of this ‘Tacitism’ is immense. It 

comprises everything from its proper definition and characteristics to its relationship with 

political thought, science, humanist philology and reading and writing practices, and receptions 

of Tacitus have been studied in various national contexts.16 An important distinction should be 

made between ‘Tacitism’ as the genre of mostly political writing, and the Tacitean narrative as a 

model for causal explanation, traced through centuries of historiography by John Pocock in the 

third volume of Barbarism and Religion. Pocock called ‘Tacitism’ ‘advice, at once serious and 

skeptical, often but not necessarily cynical, on how to act, live and behave in a world where 

actions are not fully under moral or political control.’ This was incompatible with a historical 

narrative that implied the possibility of understanding actions and their consequences.17 

Tacitus’ importance in early modern political thought has been evaluated by Giuseppe 

Toffanin, Arnaldo Momigliano, Étienne Thuau, Else-Lilly Etter, William Church, Kenneth 

Schellhase, Richard Tuck, Ronald Mellor, Jacob Soll and many others. Their works amount to a 

                                                            
15 Toffanin, Machiavelli e il ‘Tacitismo’. See also the duality stressed in Donald Kelley, ‘Tacitus Noster: The 
Germania in the Renaissance and Reformation’, in Tacitus and the Tacitean Tradition, eds Torry Luce and 
Anthony Woodman (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1993), 159. Richard Tuck renewed this 
duality, distinguishing a tradition of moderate Lipsian Tacitism from an authoritarian, imperial branch: 
Philosophy and Government, 39–80. For more descriptions of the basic traits of ‘Tacitism’, see Burke, 
‘Tacitism, Scepticism and Reason of State’; André Stegmann, ‘Le Tacitisme: programme pour un nouvel 
essai de definition’, Pensiero politico, no. 3 (1969): 445–58. 
16 A recent volume with essays on Tacitism in various European contexts is Alexandra Merle and Alicia 
Oïffer-Bomsel, eds, Tacite et le tacitisme en Europe à l’époque moderne (Paris: Honoré Champion, 2017); 
Important works are, for Spain: Enrique Tierno Galván, El tacitismo en las doctrinas políticas del siglo de 
oro español (Murcia: Sucesores de Nogués, 1949); Francisco Sanmartí Boncompte, Tácito en España 
(Barcelona: Ariel, 1951); Jose Maravall Casesnoves, ‘La corriente doctrinal del tacitismo politico en 
España’, Cuadernos hispanoamericanos, no. 238–240 (1995): 645–67; Fernández-Santamaria, Reason of 
State and Statecraft; Charles Davis, ‘Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos and the Nature of Spanish Tacitism’, in 
Culture and Society in Habsburg Spain: Studies Presented to R.W. Truman, eds Nigel Griffin et al. 
(Woodbridge: Tamesis, 2001); María Teresa Cid Vázquez, Tacitismo y razón de estado en los ‘comentarios 
políticos’ de Juan Alfonso de Lancina (Madrid: Universidad Complutense de Madrid, 2001). For France: 
John Salmon, ‘Cicero and Tacitus in Sixteenth-Century France’, The American Historical Review 85, no. 2 
(1980): 307–31; Soll, ‘Amelot Annotates Tacitus’. The German case has been dominated by special 
attention for Tacitus’s Germania: Kelley, ‘Tacitus Noster’. See for England: Mary Tenney, ‘Tacitus in the 
Politics of Early Stuart England’, The Classical Journal 37, no. 3 (1941): 151–63; Edwin Benjamin, ‘Bacon 
and Tacitus’, Classical Philology 60, no. 2 (1965): 102–10; Alan Bradford, ‘Stuart Absolutism and the 
“Utility” of Tacitus’, Huntington Library Quarterly 46, no. 2 (1983): 127–55; John Salmon, ‘Stoicism and 
Roman Example: Seneca and Tacitus in Jacobean England’, Journal of the History of Ideas 50, no. 2 (1989): 
199–225; Guido Giglioni, ‘Philosophy According to Tacitus: Francis Bacon and the Inquiry into the Limits 
of Human Self-Delusion’, Perspectives on Science 20, no. 2 (2012): 159–82. 
17 Pocock, The First Decline and Fall, 272. 
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corpus that not so much defines ‘Tacitism’, but has outlined the ways in which Tacitus’ historical 

works informed thinking about political prudence, the dynamic of states, and adjusting rule to 

human character.18 Attention has also been drawn to ways in which Tacitus was read by men of 

action.19 Much scholarly attention has been given to the relationship between the increased 

popularity of Tacitus and late-sixteenth-century reason of state, for contemporaries widely 

praised him as a teacher of realist politics.20 Different opinions exist on the connection made by 

early modern readers between Tacitus and Machiavelli. Following Toffanin, who has suggested 

that Tacitus was often used as a substitute or cover under which to convey the ideas of 

Machiavelli, some authors, especially writing about the Spanish case, have characterized 

Tacitism as a manner of expressing Machiavellian notions without referring to Machiavelli 

himself.21 However, many prefer to look at the reception of Tacitus as an independent tradition 

that suited the times. For instance Richard Tuck, commenting on the Italian emigrés who wrote 

commentaries on Tacitus at the court of King Henry III of France, has argued that there was no 

evidence that they turned to Tacitus as a concealed way of dealing with Machiavelli.22 

Another important body of research has focused on the connections between the 

popularity of Tacitus’ works and the coinciding innovations in scientific methods, especially in 

natural philosophy. Citing the importance of Tacitus in the works of Francis Bacon, Edwin 

Benjamin has argued that the Baconian aphorisms ‘as general principles that emerge from the 

study of stubborn particulars’ owe something to the Tacitean sententiae.23 Vera Keller has built 

on this scholarship in a recent article, in which she defined the popularity of Tacitus as part of an 

                                                            
18 Arnaldo Momigliano, ‘Tacitus and the Tacitist Tradition’, in The Classical Foundations of Modern 
Historiography (Berkeley, C.A.: University of California Press, 1990), 109–31; Étienne Thuau, Raison d’État 
et pensée politique à l’époque de Richelieu (Paris: A. Colin, 1966); Else-Lilly Etter, Tacitus in der 
Geistesgeschichte des 16. und 17. Jahrhunderts (Basel and Stuttgart: Helbing & Lichtenhahn, 1966); William 
Church, Richelieu and Reason of State (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1973); Kenneth Charles 
Schellhase, Tacitus in Renaissance Political Thought (Chicago, I.L. etc.: University of Chicago Press, 1976); 
Tuck, Philosophy and Government, 65–153; Ronald Mellor, Tacitus: The Classical Heritage (New York, N.Y.: 
Garland Publishers, 1995); Jacob Soll, Publishing The Prince: History, Reading, and the Birth of Political 
Criticism (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2005); See also a number of edited volumes, including: 
Torry Luce and Anthony Woodman, eds, Tacitus and the Tacitean Tradition (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1993); Anthony Woodman, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Tacitus (Cambridge etc.: 
Cambridge University Press, 2009); Rhiannon Ash, ed., Tacitus (Oxford etc.: Oxford University Press, 
2012). 
19 Soll, Publishing The Prince; Soll, ‘Amelot Annotates Tacitus’. In a recent monograph, Saúl Martínez 
Bermejo studied European vernacular translations of Tacitus’ historical works as a means of tracing their 
reception and impact, treating each translation as a peculiar reading of Tacitus’ texts, and the point of 
departure for many new readings that were constrained or mediated by the characteristics of the 
translated text: Martínez Bermejo, Translating Tacitus, 5, 114. 
20 Alexandra Gajda, for instance, called it ‘directly proportional’. Gajda, ‘Tacitus and Political Thought’, 261. 
21 Toffanin, Machiavelli e il ‘Tacitismo’, 10, 29; Davis, ‘Spanish Tacitism’, 57; José Luis Sánchez Lora, Arias 
Montano y el pensamiento político en la corte de Felipe II (Huelva: Universidad de Huelva, 2008), 14. 
22 Tuck, Philosophy and Government, 40–1. 
23 Benjamin, ‘Bacon and Tacitus’, 109. and more recently Guido Giglioni has singled out Bacon in the 
broader context of Tacitus’ influence in Tudor and Stuart culture. Giglioni, ‘Philosophy According to 
Tacitus’. 



 

81 
 

‘empirical turn’ within the study of politics during the late sixteenth century. Natural 

intelligencers worked side by side with political intelligencers; often they were even the same 

people. Like the natural philosophers, political authors went searching through the wealth of 

historical information which they treated as empirical data, ‘mining Tacitus’ for aphorisms or 

‘collections of useful particulars in the form of secrets.’24 Peter Burke has already pointed out 

how many commentators of Tacitus entertained dreams of devising a ‘science of politics’ based 

on the evidence and wisdom drawn from his histories.25 José Fernández-Santamaría has 

similarly distinguished Tacitean influence among a number of what he called ‘scientific’ or 

‘empiricist’ thinkers of the Spanish Baroque.26 

 

Studying the past 

How could the works of Tacitus and other classical historians benefit the present? Many 

historians have dealt with this question by describing the contemporary development of 

methods and practices in the scrutiny of the classics. In his history of historical works and their 

readers in England, Daniel Woolf, for instance, has pointed out the common tendency among 

early modern readers ‘to read their histories for the example, the isolated episode, the portable 

anecdote, rather than end to end for a complete sense of the work.’27 Anthony Grafton has 

outlined how humanists developed new critical methods in the ‘art’ of history and philology 

through guides to reading and writing history that increasingly contextualized the classical 

authors they revered, challenging the view of history as above all a source of exempla.28 

Ironically, these innovations in historical criticism developed in tandem with techniques of 

forgery in history. As Katrina Olds has demonstrated in the case of the Spanish Jesuit and master 

forger Jerónimo Román de la Higuera, the authors of early modern forgeries consciously drew 

on emerging ideas about what constituted authentic historical evidence in order to make forged 

histories pass for true. They employed modern principles of historical criticism such as a 

                                                            
24 Vera Keller, ‘Mining Tacitus: Secrets of Empire, Nature and Art in the Reason of State’, The British 
Journal for the History of Science 45, no. 2 (2012): 189–212; see also her book Knowledge and the Public 
Interest, 1575-1725 (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 2015). 
25 Burke, ‘Tacitism’, 167–68. 
26 Fernández-Santamaria, Reason of State and Statecraft, 139–238. 
27 Daniel Woolf, Reading History in Early Modern England (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), 106, 113. Woolf emphasized that ‘the very nature of historical knowledge was such that it was 
intended to be socially circulated: once read in a book, it was supposed to be put to practical moral or 
political use, talked about, shared with friends and family, and interactively revised and reshaped by the 
reader.’ (80) Jacob Soll likewise drew attention to the process in which Tacitus was read, broken down 
and ‘represented’ by scholarly editors, arguing that humanist scholarship was the basis of Tacitean 
political theory. Soll, ‘Amelot Annotates Tacitus’, 169. 
28 Grafton, What Was History?, 26–30. See also Anthony Grafton, Defenders of the Text: The Traditions of 
Scholarship in an Age of Science, 1450-1800 (Cambridge, M.A.: Harvard University Press, 1991), 25–27. 
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distinction between primary and secondary sources, and sensitivity to historical distance and 

anachronism, thus actually contributing to the critical apparatus of contemporary scholars.29 

According to many historians, starting with Peter Burke, the critical examination of the 

past in the early modern period went hand in hand with the progressive emergence of ‘a sense 

of the past.’ The ‘rediscovery’ of antiquity by the first Italian humanists served to distance them 

from the very epoch they adored and to whose grandeur they wished to return.30 They were the 

first to express a sense of anachronism or the awareness that the past is fundamentally different 

from the present, rather than merely prior to it.31 In his recent essay on the ‘birth of the past’, 

Zachary Schiffman suggested that even though the contextualizing trend in humanist scholarship 

increasingly undermined the relevance of classical models, Renaissance intellectuals tried to 

sustain what he called a ‘living past’: they celebrated the greatness of antiquity while 

obliterating the distance between it and modernity, deliberately trying to live in the presence of 

the past.32 This synchronic or analogical way of thinking about the past foregrounded the 

similarities rather than the differences between past and present, which enabled the appeal to 

political, philosophical and moral precepts and precedents from classical and medieval texts 

without worrying about the different contexts. Yet as readers increasingly regarded examples 

and the text from which they derived as historically distinct and part of their unique contexts, 

they called into question the entire value of the imitation of classical models. So over time, the 

humanist reverence and scrutiny of the classics gradually undermined the notion of 

exemplarity.33   

The sense that the past is fundamentally different from the present and a self-awareness 

that makes people think of themselves as modern and different from the past have been 

regarded as hallmarks of what we call ‘modernity’.34 The larger narrative that these historians 

have outlined is the gradual emergence of ‘modern’ historicism and historical consciousness 

from these developments in humanist culture. Another crucial element of this ‘modern’ idea of 

the past, outlined famously by Reinhart Koselleck, is the notion that history developed in a linear 

fashion from the past up to the present, and from the present on towards a fundamentally open 

future. During the early modern period, the providential view of historical development, which 

moved in repetitive cycles prefiguring the Second Coming, was gradually eclipsed by a notion of 

                                                            
29 Katrina Olds, Forging the Past: Invented Histories in Counter-Reformation Spain (New Haven, C.T.: Yale 
University Press, 2015), 15–16. 
30 Burke, The Renaissance Sense of the Past, 1–21, 28; Norman, The Shock of the Ancient, 36–37. 
31 Schiffman, The Birth of the Past, 1–3, 56, 145–46. 
32 Schiffman defines the ‘living past’ as ‘a synchronous space that preserves temporal differences while 
annihilating time’. Schiffman, 10–11, 140–42; Reinhart Koselleck, ‘History, Histories and Formal Time 
Structures’, in Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time (New York, N.Y.: Columbia University 
Press, 2004), 95. 
33 Schiffman, The Birth of the Past, 143, 178–79. 
34 See for instance Marshal Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity (New York, 
N.Y.: Penguin Books, 2010), 17. 



 

83 
 

history developing in a straight line, free from the intervention of Providence and marked by 

constant change.35 According to Koselleck, Schiffmann, Grafton and others, this replacement of 

traditional modes of historical thought by a modern sense of the past and historical development 

was complete around the end of the eighteenth century.36 During the early modern period, then, 

this process of the emergence of modernity can be traced and studied. 

The historiographical narrative of the emergence of modern historical consciousness has 

over the past two decades been nuanced on a number of points. Alexandra Walsham has lately 

pointed out that many early modern advances in historical method were at least in part side-

effects of the polemical conflicts engendered by the Reformation and Counter-Reformation. The 

developments were thus often the offspring of religious conviction, and confessionalism was less 

an obstacle to scholarly erudition than a vital incentive to it.37 Richard Kagan has contested 

Grafton’s interpretation of the progressive ideal of scholarly methods. The Spanish ‘official 

historians’ that Kagan studied, would according to these ideals be regarded as second rate 

because of their political agendas and practice of ‘cherry picking’ from the historical record. 

However, Kagan has pointed out, the boundary between the types of history was blurred; 

contemporaries did not find the search for truth and the work of an official chronicler 

incompatible, and no early modern historian was completely devoid of an ideology or agenda.38  

Another strand of nuance has come from historians who pointed out that these 

developments in the intellectual circles of humanism provide little insight into the ways in which 

wider society engaged with the past before people saw themselves as ‘modern’.39 Here, the 

history of historical consciousness intersects with the study of early modern memory or a form 

of individual or collective engagement with the past that meaningfully connects the past to the 

present. Studying the memory of society as a whole, or social memory, Alexandra Walsham has 

argued that the religious upheavals of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries reshaped 

perceptions of the ancient and medieval past, stimulated shifts in historical method, and 

transformed the culture of memory. In this vein, the reconfiguration of Renaissance attitudes 

towards history, memory and time itself has also been studied from the perspective of the 

history of early modern archives and record keeping.40 Crucially, as mentioned above, it has 

recently been argued that the emergence of new ways of thinking about the past did not put an 

                                                            
35 See Reinhart Koselleck, ‘Modernity and the Planes of Historicity’, in Futures Past: On the Semantics of 
Historical Time (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 9–25. See also Walsham, ‘History, Memory, 
and the English Reformation’, 905–6. 
36 Grafton, What Was History?, 10–9. 
37 Walsham, ‘History, Memory, and the English Reformation’, 907, 936. 
38 Kagan, Clio and the Crown, 4–5. 
39 See Woolf, The Social Circulation. 
40 Walsham, ‘History, Memory, and the English Reformation’; Alexandra Walsham, ‘The Social History of 
the Archive: Record-Keeping in Early Modern Europe’, Past & Present 230, no. suppl 11 (2016): 40–4. For 
the definition of memory, see Pollmann, Memory in Early Modern Europe, 1. 
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end to traditional ways of thinking about it. Old and new ways could exist side by side. As Judith 

Pollmann has illustrated with a score of examples of strategic anachronisms for the seventeenth-

century Low Countries, the anachronism remained a very popular way of thinking about the past 

throughout the early modern period, for it enabled a lively traffic between past and present.41 At 

the same time, she demonstrated, people were well aware of change and of the difference 

between their own times and the historical periods they drew on. In Pollmann’s words, ‘The 

modernity of modern memory does not consist in its replacing older ways of engaging with the 

past, but in adding to them.’42 

Also in the Spanish monarchy, as I shall demonstrate shortly, traditional ways of 

engaging with the past coexisted with innovations in historical scholarship and a critical attitude 

towards the classics. Before I continue, however, it is important to note that regardless of the 

modes of historical consciousness, the past was ubiquitous in early modern society. Walsham 

characterized early modern culture as one that ‘deeply distrusted and indeed abhorred novelty, 

that cloaked innovation under the mantle of continuity, and that regarded age as the touchstone 

of authenticity.’43 The past served as an important frame of moral, social, religious and political 

reference, and, for instance, in revolts and rebellions actors tended to support their claims with 

references to the past.44 It is crucial to remember as we follow the Spanish Tacitists in their work 

in political practice that the past carried strong authority, apart from providing political lessons. 

But first we turn to the question, to what extent did politico-historical writers and translators 

from the Spanish monarchy perceive the tension between the notions of exemplarity and 

historical change, and how did they deal with it? 

 

Dead counsellors 

The most important Spanish intervention in the theoretical discussion about history writing and 

its political uses was made by Luis Cabrera de Córdoba (1559-1629) with De la historia para 

entenderla y escribirla (1611). Born in Madrid, Cabrera wrote a series of reports about events at 

court based on his own observations, and in 1619 he also published a history of the life and early 

rule of Philip II.45 More influential at court was Cabrera’s contemporary and fellow historian 

Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas (1549-1625), who was appointed official chronicler of the 

Indies and Castile by Philip II and in 1601 started publishing his major work Historia general del 

                                                            
41 Pollmann, Memory in Early Modern Europe, 2, 61–70. 
42 Ibid., 72. 
43 Walsham, ‘History, Memory, and the English Reformation’, 901. 
44 J. H. Elliott, ‘Revolution and Continuity in Early Modern Europe’, Past & Present, no. 42 (1969): 35–56. 
45 Luis Cabrera de Córdoba, Relaciones de las cosas sucedidas en la Corte de España desde 1599 hasta 1614, 
ed. J. Martín Alegría (Valladolid: Junta de Castilla y León, 1857); Kagan, Clio and the Crown, 290. 
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mundo.46 A lawyer by training, their contemporary Lorenzo Ramírez de Prado (1583-1658) 

reflected extensively on the use of history in statecraft in his Consejo y Consejeros del príncipe. 

When he published the treatise in 1617, Ramírez was a member of the Royal Council in the 

kingdom of Naples, and he later served as Castilian ambassador in France and as councilor in the 

Royal Council of the Indies.47 

The ideas about history that these men brought forward were heavy on traditional 

humanist rhetoric.48 History was often presented as a metaphorical counselor who had lived 

through a myriad of lifetimes and had travelled through an infinite number of lands and 

continents, observing the ‘growth, preservation or ruin of enterprises, princes and individuals, in 

fact and in words.’49 Virgilio Malvezzi, an Italian who was invited to the Spanish court and 

employed as historian and ambassador by Philip IV and the Duke of Olivares, and who is the 

subject of the next chapter, published a collection of discourses on the first six books of Tacitus’ 

Annals when he was only 27 years old and had recently left university. Malvezzi used his own 

person to illustrate that one could compensate for a lack of experience. A young man who had 

studied history, he argued, knew more than a man who had lived a hundred years, ‘because one 

has only seen the matters of his own times, and the other will have read all the principal matters 

that have been done since the beginning of the world until these days.’50 

Authors persistently invoked precedents of historical leaders who had studied history to 

great benefit, usually citing the medieval king Alphonse of Naples, who had allegedly stated that 

dead counsellors were the best and most loyal, referring to the lessons one could draw from 

rulers and generals.51 In many ways, they professed confidence in a historical continuum that 

allowed benefiting from the examples, and their view of history seemed very much shaped by 

notions of cyclical time structures. According to Herrera, the ruler who carefully considered the 

past ‘will learn the true art of foreseeing the end of human actions’, based on the natural cycle of 

                                                            
46 Historia General inter alia cleared Philip II of all responsibility for the escalation of the Dutch Revolt, 
emphasizing his truly moderate and clement intentions towards vassals who had in turn betrayed him 
with their persistent rebellion. Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas, Primera parte de la Historia General del 
Mundo, desde el año de 1554 (Madrid: Alonso Martin de Balboa, 1601), 17, 64, 73, 94–95, 137–38, 157–58, 
238–40, 250–52, 258–60, 301–10, 341–42; Kagan, Clio and the Crown, 130, 135–39, 151, 185. 
47 Francisco Peña Echeverría, ‘Introdución’, in La razón de estado en España, siglos XVI-XVII: antología de 
textos ed. Francisco Peña Echeverría and Jesús Castillo Vegas (Madrid: Tecnos, 1998), 149-52. 
48 See Nadel, ‘Philosophy of History before Historicism’. 
49 ‘Aumento, conservación o ruina de los negocios, príncipes, particulares, en hecho y palabras.’ Lorenzo 
Ramírez de Prado, ‘Consejo y Consejeros de Príncipes [1617]’, in La razón de estado en España, 201. 
50 ‘Percioche l’uno haverà solo veduto, ed udito le cose de suoi tempi, e l’altro haverà lette tutte le cose 
principali, che si sono fatte dal principio del mondo fino a questi giorni’. Virgilio Malvezzi, Discorsi sopra 
Cornelio Tacito, del conte Virgilio Malvezzi, al serenissimo Ferdinando II (Venice: M. Ginammi, 1622), f. 2. 
51 Luis Cabrera de Córdoba, De Historia para entenderla y escribirla (Madrid: Luis Sánchez, 1611), f. 5v-9, 
20. For references to Alphonse of Naples, see for instance Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas, ‘Discursos 
morales, politicos e históricos, IV: Discurso y tratado que el medio de la Historia es suficiente para 
adquirir la prudencia [1608]’, in La razón de estado en España, 100; and Álamos de Barrientos and Pérez, 
Suma de preceptos, 42. 
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the rise and fall of states.52 The past was made up of the same material as the present, and 

therefore necessarily displayed similar patterns, which a prudent ruler could foresee and 

influence. As both Ramírez and Cabrera pointed out, nothing but historical knowledge could arm 

a prince effectively against future evils, for ‘what has been, returns, although under different 

names, shapes and colours’.53 Historical continuity was to an important extent caused by the 

essential consistency of human nature; throughout different ages people would always be 

governed by the same appetites and incline towards vices like violence.54 

Besides markedly traditional elements, these authors had also adopted critical attitudes 

towards their sources and the trustworthiness of historical narratives. Elsewhere in Europe, 

humanists began to treat history as a comprehensive form of inquiry based on the distinction 

between primary and secondary sources, critically using antiquarian sources, material records 

and different texts to complement and contrast, and uncover fakery.55 Many authors voiced 

objections against including fictional speeches by historical characters, for although they could 

be effective in moving a reader to action, they fundamentally lacked veracity because the 

historian’s primary responsibility was to tell the truth.56 Cabrera and his colleagues likewise 

rejected traditional Renaissance history writing with embellished speeches and emphasis on 

rhetoric, arguing that true historical incidents were often more exceptional than anyone could 

have invented.57 For Ramírez, truly useful history was ‘free of love, interest or fear, it says what 

many do not dare to say (…), it is founded in the truth.’58 The past was unique, and its most 

important characteristic was that it had truly happened. 

Virgilio Malvezzi considered the habit of raising princes with the ideal of imitating either 

historical or contemporary examples in pursuit of the ancients’ or their ancestors’ glory 

dangerous and destructive. In Sucesos principales, his history of the Spanish monarchy in the 

year of 1639, Malvezzi argued that the acts of great men should be analysed and their actions 

qualified, taking into account contemporary circumstances and any hidden motives. This was 

true especially for examples from antiquity. The deeds of men like Scipio Africanus had acquired 

                                                            
52 ‘Aprenderá la verdadera arte de antever el fin de las acciones humanas’. Ramírez de Prado, ‘Consejo y 
Consejeros’, 8–9 (quote); Herrera y Tordesillas, ‘El medio de la Historia’, 98. 
53 ‘Las que sido, vuelven, aunque baxo de diversos nombres, figuras, y colores’. Cabrera de Córdoba, De 
Historia, f. 1r-v (quote); Ramírez de Prado, ‘Consejo y Consejeros’, 203. 
54 Ramírez de Prado, ‘Consejo y Consejeros’, 202: ‘They do not stop being what they have been’ (‘No dejen 
de ser lo que han sido’). 
55 Grafton, What Was History?, 68, 83, 93–94. 
56 Ibid., 10, 36–38. 
57 Luis Cabrera de Córdoba, De Historia para entenderla y escribirla (Madrid: Luis Sánchez, 1611), f. 24r-v; 
Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas, ‘Discursos morales, politicos e históricos, IV: Discurso y tratado que el 
medio de la Historia es suficiente para adquirir la prudencia [1608]’, in La razón de estado en España, 
siglos XVI-XVII: antología de textos, ed. Francisco Peña Echeverría and Jesús Castillo Vegas (Madrid: 
Tecnos, 1998), 97. See also Felix Gilbert, Machiavelli and Guicciardini: Politics and History in Sixteenth-
Century Florence (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1973), 234. 
58 ‘Libre del amor, interés o miedo, dice lo que muchos no se atreven a decir... Fúndase en la verdad’. 
Ramírez de Prado, ‘Consejo y Consejeros’, 202. 
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an almost untouchable status, while in his own time he had effectively undermined the will of 

the Senate, the arguments of Fabius Maximus and the experience of his father and uncle. So why 

should his risky African enterprise ‘bind men in all ages to follow him’?59 According to Malvezzi, 

statesmen too often shunned critical examination of the classics because of their sacrosanct 

status, and this made it nearly impossible to defy them: 

  

Many opinions are defended by the respect for grey hair, and many have been lifted up to 

reverence because of the majestic memory of antiquity. It is more difficult to bring one’s 

mind to believe that they are false, than to find that they are so: and yet it is a manner of 

deifying antiquity to believe their sayings, without examining them (…). Deductions and 

consequences from times past to the present are dangerous (…). The knowledge of 

events, even if near at hand, are deceitful, if not false. Fighting now is diverse from what 

it was, for there are other men, other times, and (I will say it) another world.60  

 

Writers were aware of the fact that true historical accuracy was nearly impossible to 

attain. Cabrera, for instance, highlighted the influence of individual interest in the selection and 

presentation of historical narratives, acknowledging that among persons who witnessed the 

same historical event ‘the recounting of a thing is usually not consistent.’61 Since later accounts 

could build or destroy reputations of present political and military actors, it was crucial to 

appreciate the power of historical narrative. Cabrera illustrated this by contrasting the 

behaviour of the Duke of Alva with that of the Duke of Parma in the Netherlands. The former had 

failed to control the accounts of his deeds which reached his friends and superiors, with 

disastrous consequences for his reputation. Parma had learned from his predecessor’s mistake, 

and ‘to overcome this difficulty he worked very hard for his person in Flanders, in verifying what 

he needed to dispatch in relation to the events to his king, counsellors, viceroys, ambassadors, 

friends and allies, as any prudent general needs to do.’62 

In discourse on the ars historica in the Spanish monarchy, awareness of historical 

change, of unique contexts and other methodological innovations was thus present as elsewhere 

in Europe. And as elsewhere in Europe during the seventeenth century, the methodological 

objections to the fundamental principles of historia magistra vitae did not question the notion of 

                                                            
59 Virgilio Malvezzi, The Chiefe Events of the Monarchie of Spaine, in the Yeare 1639, trans. Robert Gentilis 
(London: Humphrey Moseley, 1647), 97. 
60 Ibid., 97–100. 
61 ‘No suele ser la narracion de una cosa uniforme.’ Cabrera de Córdoba, De Historia, f. 46r-v (quote); 
Ramírez de Prado, ‘Consejo y Consejeros’, 23–25. 
62 ‘Por vencer esta dificultad trabajaba por su persona mucho en Flandres, en averiguar lo que avia de 
enviar en relacion de los sucessos a su Rey, consejeros, visorreyes, embaxadores, amigos, y confederados, 
como lo deve hazer qualquiera prudente Capitan general.’ Cabrera de Córdoba, De Historia, f. 46v. 
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exemplarity; the exemplar theory of history could well coexist with the conception of a past full 

of uniqueness. In the next section, we shall see that the translators of Tacitus were keen to assert 

the traditional value of his works as a source of didactic commonplaces, as well as confidently 

‘modern’, in the sense that they emphasized and explicated their distance from and superiority 

over the (pagan) ancients. And how was this reflected in the use of his writings in the context of 

the pragmatic political discourse in advice literature and debates about current affairs?  

  

II – ANALOGY AND AUTHORITY 

 

Tacito Español, Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos’ Spanish translation of the works of Cornelius 

Tacitus, included hundreds of aphorisms and political maxims printed in the margins and cross-

referenced in several substantial indexes. In this way the author intended to facilitate their 

application to the practical problems of modern life, which had been his express purpose in 

producing the vernacular translation. From the translations of Tacitus it becomes clear that 

authors were aware of the divide between the present and the Roman past. They transmitted 

this to their readers by stressing that the text was a product of a different and distant time, 

sometimes emphatically distancing themselves from the text. The efforts to locate Tacitus in his 

own time and context did not, however, lead to serious questioning of the value of these stories 

in the modern world. In the translations of Tacitus, despite occasional moments of friction, 

context and commonplace were ultimately compatible. 

As we have seen in the first section, Cabrera de Córdoba and his colleagues did not seem 

to succeed in providing directions for giving and receiving concrete counsel from history. Yet a 

real need for advice from the perspective of the past never ceased to exist. So besides exploring 

the ways in which the Tacitus translators engaged with the past in theory, we will turn the 

question around and ask how they responded to the direct demand for counsel in the setting of 

the political arena. As indicated above, Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos, Manuel Sueyro, Fernando 

Alvía de Castro and Carlos Coloma all had active careers in the different parts of the Spanish 

monarchy. In their advice literature, their knowledge of Tacitus and the potential for applying 

his sententiae come through, sometimes systematically, as in the case of Alamos de Barrientos’ 

Discurso político and in Alvía de Castro’s ‘Discursos contra los Olandeses’, but sometimes 

sporadically, as in the case of Sueyro. Even when evidence is fragmentary, however, uniting 

these different contexts and manners of applying Tacitus to real statecraft is useful. It gives us as 

complete an image as possible of the place of ‘Tacitism’ in the political arena of the Spanish 

monarchy, something historians have not done before. And for the purposes of this dissertation, 

it shows how classical history was used not just to think about and construct a realist political 



 

89 
 

discourse that operated in the borderland between pragmatism and moral justice, but how this 

was applied in practice. 

All these translator-agents engaged with the Dutch question, and this is also where the 

focus will be in the continuation of the present section. As a major rebellion that affected the 

entire empire, the Dutch Revolt was a pressing ‘modern’ problem, and from 1609 onwards the 

Twelve Years’ Truce and its consequences became a focal point in analysing recent events in 

order to devise expedient political decisions. But for many of these Tacitists, parallels also 

imposed themselves between the Dutch Revolt and the Batavian rebellion or the many military 

mutinies described in the Histories and the Annals, and the Tacitists tried their best to employ 

them in their problem-solving. As will be further elaborated in Chapter 4 on the Spanish 

deliberations about peace or truce in the Netherlands, the Dutch question posed particularly 

complex dilemmas of principle and pragmatism. Could the king be justified in agreeing to peace 

with Protestant rebels who had defied his royal authority, in order to secure the integrity of the 

rest of his monarchy? Here, translators could employ Tacitus in constructing analogies for the 

present state of politics. It added authority to their schemes, moreover, to refer to a precedent 

described by a classical author, and to show these tactics had been attempted by Alexander the 

Great, Hannibal, Roman emperors or successful kings from Spanish history, ‘in other similar 

times.’63 

 

Translating Tacitus 

The various Spanish translations of Tacitus display the tension between history as the ‘living 

past’ applicable to the present and the sense of distance between the translators’ world and that 

of Tacitus. In dedications or addresses to the reader the works of Tacitus were invariably 

recommended with reference to their direct utility. The first translation in Spanish was 

produced in 1613 by Manuel Sueyro, of Portuguese descent but a long-time resident of Antwerp, 

where his translation appeared in octavo with Pierre and Jean Bellerus.64 The inquisitorial 

approval by Fray Geronimo Gracián established that Sueyro had not added anything that 

conflicted with the faith and also declared that the works of Tacitus in the Spanish language 

could be very beneficial ‘to take notice of the matter of war, as well as peace, which happened 

among the Romans, and for the example of others that occur in the present.’65 Malvezzi argued 

                                                            
63 ‘En otros tiempos semejantes.’ Carlos Coloma, ‘Discurso de D. Carlos Coloma de la forma en que debria 
hazerse la guerra à los Holandeses’, 8 June 1620, BL Additional Ms. 14005, f. 62v. 
64 Tacitus, Las obras de C. Cornelio Tacito, traducidas de Latin en Castellano por Emanuel Sueyro, natural de 
la ciudad de Anvers, trans. Manuel Sueyro (Antwerp: Pierre and Jean Bellerus, 1613). 
65 ‘Siendo mancebo, le ha traducido con estilo muy bueno, muy proprio, muy elegante y muy conforme a la 
letra del Latin, y en lengua Española puede hazer mucho frutto, para tomar aviso de las cosas assi de 
guerra, como de paz, que passava entre los Romanos, y para exemplo de otras, que al presente se offrecen, 
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for the usefulness of Tacitus because of the basic similarities of the times. Where Livy might have 

been more relevant when most Italian states were still republics, ‘now, because we are all under 

monarchs, there is no doubt that one will receive most pleasure from hearing those things that 

can help; such as the nature of princes, the wisdom of courtiers, and other similar things.’66 

 Sueyro opened his translation with a brief contextualizing note on the life of Tacitus, in 

which he dated his writing the Histories ‘after the death of Emperor Nerva, for in the first of the 

books he calls him divine, and this is an honour that one did not bestow upon princes unless 

they were dead.’67 Sueyro most consistently placed Tacitus’ texts in their own time through 

marginal notes that were printed alongside the text. Saúl Martínez Bermejo has pointed to the 

constant dialogue between time periods and the way translators all over Europe read Tacitus ‘in 

the present tense’, visible in these marginalia but also in the translation of individual words, for 

translators needed to find modern equivalents for Roman toponyms, monetary amounts and 

offices. Culturally embedded terms could just be translated into modern equivalents, such as the 

vehicles that senators rode in ancient Rome, the Latin carros, which Carlos Coloma translated as 

coches (carriages), and for which Álamos added the explanation that they were ‘similar to 

modern coches.’68 The Latin curia was translated by both Álamos and Herrera as the modern 

equivalent consejo.69 Translators also treated the advantages and disadvantages of incorporating 

Latinisms into vernacular languages, for instance in terms referring to the offices and positions 

of Roman magistrates. Thus Álamos usually chose words that were ‘reduced to their vulgar form 

and term, more fitting and closer in meaning to what one wants to say’, but regarding offices he 

preferred to retain Latin names, ‘as we do not have in our time any that exactly and in all ways 

correspond to those of ancient times.’70 

In Sueyro’s translation, the marginal notes sometimes explain, sometimes summarize or 

emphasize, or even analyse or draw conclusions from a particular passage of Tacitus. Sueyro 

used marginal notes to explain the terms Fastos (‘Those were the books in which the Romans 

wrote down the things of the city year after year, and the occasions and the commencements of 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
paraceme que sera licito, y provechoso, imprimirle y sacarle à luz.’ Tacitus, Obras, trans. Sueyro 1613, 
aprobación 4 December 1612. 
66 ‘Hora dunque che siamo sotto Principi, non è dubbio verun, che si riceverà grandissimo gusto di sentire 
quelle cose, que possono giovare; come la natura de Principi, l’astutia de Cortigiani, ed altre simili cose.’ 
Malvezzi, Discorsi sopra Tacito, f. 2v. 
67 ‘Es cosa cierta, que començo à escrivir las Historias despues de la muerte de Nerva, porque en el primer 
libro dellas le llama Divino, y esta honra no se dà à los Principes, sino despues de muertos.’ Tacitus, Obras, 
trans. Sueyro 1613, preliminary work. 
68 Tacitus, Obras de Caio Cornelio Tacito, trans. Carlos Coloma (Duay: M. Wyon, 1629), 17; Baltasar Álamos 
de Barrientos, Tacito español ilustrado con aforismos (Madrid: Luis Sánchez, 1614), 16. 
69 Álamos de Barrientos, Tacito español, 8; Tacitus, Los cinco primeros libros, trans. Herrera, f. 3. For a wide 
range of examples, including the ones mentioned here, see Martínez Bermejo, Translating Tacitus, 88–99. 
70 Álamos de Barrientos, Tacito español, address to the reader. Álamos did occasionally use modern terms 
for the names of ancient offices, but stressed that this usage did not mean that he ‘had not understood that 
moderns were incapable of the ministry and exercise that Tacitus attributed to those he names’. 
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their festivities’) and histriones (‘Those were the people who recited comedies and tragedies for 

money') on the same page where other marginal notes referred to a brief indication of the 

subject of that passage (‘Mutiny in Pannonia’). The fourth note was an explication of Tacitus’ 

interpretations of cause and effect. Commander Junius Blesius, who was in charge of three 

legions stationed in Pannonia, ‘failed to accomplish the customary duties’ during the festivities 

following the death of Augustus and the inauguration of Tiberius, causing his soldiers to become 

lazy, impertinent and restive, at which Sueyro noted in the margin ‘of which the idleness was the 

cause.’71 In notes like these Sueyro slightly departed from the text to draw his own conclusions, 

but also connected the notes to moral aphorisms, going back to treating Tacitus as a source of 

wisdom for the present. 

One of the most important contexts that needed stressing was the fact that Tacitus had 

been a pagan. Translators emphasized and sometimes criticized this factor, and special 

comments always appeared next to Tacitus’ elaboration on man’s destiny in the sixth book of the 

Annals, to which I will return below. Martínez Bermejo has demonstrated that the passages that 

were most criticized in translations Europe-wide were Annals XV:44 and Histories V:3, which 

include Tacitus’ interpretation of Moses in the desert.72 When the text referred to Christianity as 

a superstition, Sueyro distanced himself with the unambiguous words ‘quiet, you pagan!’, 

although he dealt more neutrally with other controversial passages (‘Nero falsely accused the 

Christians’).73 Moreover, when defending Tacitus against impiety, sloppiness and lack of 

honesty, translators were forced to appeal to the difference between antiquity and the present.74 

Bermejo’s study has proved that nothing indicates that vernacular translations produced in 

Catholic countries were more heavily censored than others, as happened with Lipsius’ Politica. 

The Spanish translators distanced their times from the ancient past, but no more than their 

European colleagues. 

Virgilio Malvezzi, rather than translating Tacitus, wrote a series of essays on his Annals, 

which included brief summaries and numerous added examples from the Bible and ancient and 

modern history. Underlining the special importance of the former and simultaneously softening 

the issue of Tacitus’ paganism, Malvezzi added a special index of ‘places from the Holy Writ 

interpreted in the discourses on Cornelius Tacitus.’75 Malvezzi drew attention to the ever-

                                                            
71 ‘Eran los libros, en que escrivian los Romanos las cosas de la ciudad año por año, y las causas y 
principios de sus fiestas’; ‘Eran los que recitavan por dinero las comedias y tragedias’; ‘Motin en 
Pannonia’; ‘Dexò de acudir à los cargos acostumbrados’; ‘De que fue causa el ocio’. Tacitus, Obras, trans. 
Sueyro 1613, 16. 
72 Martínez Bermejo, Translating Tacitus, 102. 
73 ‘Callate, hombre impío’; Tacitus, Obras, trans. Sueyro 1613, 548; Martínez Bermejo, Translating Tacitus, 
105. 
74 Martínez Bermejo, Translating Tacitus, 104. 
75 ‘Luoghi della Sacra Scrittura interpretati ne’ discorsi sopra Cornelio Tacito’. Malvezzi, Discorsi sopra 
Tacito, index. 
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changing variety of circumstances throughout history, which all required different modes of 

behaviour. Like physicians, his readers needed to understand that even a similar illness could 

require different treatments according to the diversity of the circumstances, and often they 

needed to administer a new medicine ‘because of the diversity of the times.’76 In his evaluation 

of Germanicus’ response to the military rebellions, Malvezzi thus emphasized that different 

times and circumstances require different remedies. However, certain circumstances did come 

with ideal reactions, and these combinations were constant. Variables such as whether a 

rebellion had a just cause, or if a general was loved or feared, had required a specific reaction 

from the times of Alexander the Great until the present day. In applying these variables to the 

different worlds, Malvezzi did not consider temporal gaps problematic.77 

 

Tacitus and the spy 

Of the four translators, Manuel Sueyro (1587-1629), who was born and raised in Antwerp but 

descended from a Portuguese family of converted Jews, has left the least evidence of his 

employing Tacitus or any other learning in the course of his activities. This has partly to do with 

nature of these activities, for Sueyro was a spy.78 The Sueyro family used their commercial 

contacts to set up an extensive network of informants who watched the military, economic and 

political designs and moves of the monarchy’s principal enemies, most notably the Dutch 

Republic.79 By 1619, Sueyro had at least ten informants or amigos within the Council of Holland 

alone.80 Sueyro maintained a regular exchange with a principal informant whose identity 

remains unknown until today, but who formed part of the inner circle of confidants of Prince 

                                                            
76 ‘Per la diversità de’ tempi, applicar nuova medicina.’ Malvezzi, Discorsi sopra Tacito, 32. 
77 Ibid., 345-57. 
78 Miguel Angel Echevarría Bacigalupe, La diplomacia secreta en Flandes, 1598-1643 (Biscay: Universidad 
del Pais Vasco, 1984), 133, 143-47, 154-56. His father Diego López Sueyro was a successful merchant, and 
both father and son were also active servants of the Kings of Spain. In a letter to Philip III from 1620, 
Manuel Sueyro elaborates on his family ties and his strong attachment, genealogically as well as 
emotionally, to the Kingdom of Spain (‘Yo que soy hizo de padres españoles y aunque no ingrato a mi 
Patria, que es la ciudad de Anveres, no cedo en la afficion de España, a los que nacieron en ella…’ etc). 
Manuel Sueyro to Philip III, 31 December 1620, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 151. Manuel Sueyro authored a 
short description of the Low Countries in 1622, and in 1624 he published the two-volume Anales de 
Flandes, a richly illustrated history of the Low Countries from 407 AD until the year 1477. After the works 
of Tacitus, Sueyro translated the works of Sallust in 1615, which also included printed marginalia and a 
brief description of the author’s life, and in 1627 he translated the Jesuit Herman Hugo’s Sitio de Breda, 
dedicated to Ambrogio Spinola. Manuel Sueyro, Descripción breve del Pais Baxo (Antwerp: Gerard 
Wolsschaten, 1622); Anales de Flandes (Antwerp: Pierre and Jean Bellerus, 1624); Gaius Sallustius Crispus, 
Obras de Caio Crispo Salustio, trans. Manuel Sueyro (Antwerp: Jan van Keerberghen, 1615); Herman Hugo, 
Sitio de Breda rendida a las armas del Rey don Phelipe IV. a la virtud de la infante Doña Isabel, al valor del 
Marques Ambr. Spinola, trans. Manuel Sueyro (Antwerp: Plantin, 1627). 
79 Echevarría Bacigalupe, La diplomacia secreta, 137–42. 
80 For a highly detailed account of Sueyro’s career in Spanish service, as well as his political struggles 
which ultimately led to the order by Philip IV and Olivares to dismantle his network in 1626, see 
Echevarría Bacigalupe, La diplomacia secreta, 157-92. For Bacigalupe’s emphasis on Sueyro as being ‘el 
más completo de los tres grandes agentes de España en los Países Bajos’, see p. 191. 
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Maurice of Nassau.81 The informant sent dispatches to Manuel Sueyro in Antwerp, who 

translated them into Spanish and forwarded coded versions to Madrid.82 The well-documented 

exchange, dated between 1617 and 1619, coincided with the height of the conflict within the 

young Dutch Republic between Maurice and his former tutor and grand pensionary Johan van 

Oldenbarnevelt. A long-standing disagreement between advocates of decentralized power of the 

individual provinces and the central power of the stadtholder had become entangled with a 

theological conflict between the competing Calvinist ministers Gomarus and Arminius. Maurice, 

a successful and highly popular military leader, openly supported the Gomarists, while the 

Arminians were favoured by the advocate of provincial sovereignty Johan van Oldenbarnevelt. In 

1618 Maurice forced a decision in a coup d’état. Oldenbarnevelt’s main supporters, which 

included Hugo Grotius, were imprisoned, and the elderly pensionary was publicly executed.83  

The type of information Sueyro received varied in nature. During the years 1617-19, 

Prince Maurice’s schemes dominated the letters and the informant elaborated on how ‘every day 

we labour to foster the discord between the Gomarists and the Arminians’, but they usually also 

included news on developments in Dutch relations with England and France, international 

military affairs, and the movements of the merchant fleet and military activities in the East and 

West Indies.84 Both Hugo Grotius and Oldenbarnevelt were aware of the existence of informants 

in Maurice’s inner circle, and at least Grotius knew the identity of the principal informant.85 Yet 

these men were never themselves part of Sueyro’s network, and in fact, the informants had good 

                                                            
81 Confidente Principal via Manuel Sueyro to Philip III, 21 January 1619, AGS Estado Leg. 634, f. 324. Jan 
Joseph Poelhekke, who worked extensively on the Spanish information networks during the Twelve Years’ 
Truce, included a sizeable appendix of nearly all the anonymous informant’s dispatches to Antwerp in the 
appendix of a contribution to the Royal Dutch Academy of the Sciences, published in 1975 in Dutch. The 
documents, mostly held in the Simancas archives, are unedited and appear in Sueyro’s Spanish translation. 
Jan Joseph Poelhekke, Het Verraad van de Pistoletten? (Amsterdam etc.: Noord-Hollandsche Uitgevers-
Maatschappij, 1975), 35-77. For Poelhekke’s comments on the status of the informant or ‘Mr. X’, see p. 6. 
82 Sueyro acted as a middleman, but also personally wrote to the king of Spain on his own or on his 
informant’s behalf, often requesting more money. The network’s agents, including the principal informant, 
were paid by the king of Spain through special ministers in Brussels, initially even without the knowledge 
of the Archdukes. For details on the amounts and transactions, see Echevarría Bacigalupe, La diplomacia 
secreta, 139-41, 163-66. 
83 In the aftermath of the execution, Sueyro’s principal informant begged the King of Spain to keep all 
information he had sent him strictly secret, ‘so that what happened to Bernavelt will not happen to us.’ 
(‘Para que no nos succeda lo que à Bernavelt.’) Confidente Principal via Sueyro to Philip III, 21 January 
1619, AGS Estado Leg. 634, f. 324. Jonathan Israel, The Dutch Republic: Its Rise, Greatness, and Fall, 1477-
1806 (Oxford etc.: Clarendon Press, 1998), 421–77. 
84 ‘Todos los dias trabajamos para acresentar la discordia entre los Gomaristas y Arminianos’. Confidente 
Principal via Sueyro to Philip III, 1 May 1618, in: Poelhekke, Het verraad, 51. Sueyro’s aim was to use the 
amigos to keep the conflict alive until the end of the Twelve Years’ Truce: ‘Lo que procuro tambien con los 
amigos es que dure la dissension hasta que se acabe la tregua.’ Sueyro to Philip III, 29 September 1618, in: 
ibid., 69. See also Echevarría Bacigalupe, La diplomacia secreta, 166-79. 
85 After the imprisonment of Grotius in August 1619, Sueyro wrote that if Grotius were to be tortured, the 
cover of the principal informant would certainly be blown. Sueyro to Philip III, 27 February 1619, AGS 
Estado Leg. 1090 (reference obtained from Poelhekke, Het verraad, 30). 
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reason to believe that Oldenbarnevelt had a spy close to the Spanish king in Madrid as well.86 

Sueyro had his agents bribe Oldenbarnevelt’s assistant Jan Francken to obtain certain 

documents bearing the Madrid spy’s name, which the pensionary kept in a desk drawer whose 

key he carried on his person at all times. In a series of reports that became increasingly 

ludicrous, Sueyro informed the king how Francken repeatedly broke into his master’s office to 

pry out the nails that attached the desktop to the drawer in order to enter it from above (17 

June: ‘he has already removed six nails’), only to find out that Oldenbarnevelt had inserted a 

second safety cover underneath, which proved impossible to remove.87 

Sueyro acted as the spider in a web of secrecy, dissimulation and deceit, his activities 

turned acceptable by the noble cause of service to the Catholic monarchy. The faith itself was 

rarely mentioned in either Sueyro’s letters or those of the informants; they concentrated on 

fueling conflict and finding the most expedient road to civil war. The language Sueyro employed 

in his own writings reflected this relative morality in the interest of state and his experience of 

how man is prone to prioritize interest over reason. In a letter in which he counselled Philip III 

not to renew the Truce, he stated that the only reason why people living in the Netherlands 

proposed to prolong the Truce was ‘many have in this land more interests than the Spanish, both 

because of their birth and because of their families, close ties and livelihoods, which are the most 

effective and powerful, and since these can be damaged by warfare, people tend to adjust or 

accommodate reason to their advantage.’88 Commenting on Maurice’s motives, Sueyro wrote to 

Philip that it was now common knowledge that ‘it is not the issue of religion which moves Count 

Maurice, but ambition, and the desire to make himself absolute lord.’89 

After the execution of Oldenbarnevelt, Sueyro wrote to Philip III, the Dutch actually 

turned against Maurice. This happened especially among the rich and numerous Arminians in 

Rotterdam and other cities in Holland, ‘who manifestly showed signs of this hatred even when 

he returned from his camp near Wesel, while the broadsheets ascribed to him all the faults they 

blamed on Barnevelt, and after his death they charge the prince with them: once disliked, quem 

bene seu male facta premunt.’90 Sueyro thus made his point using a phrase from the Histories 

                                                            
86 See also Poelhekke, Het verraad, 32-33. 
87 ‘Ya tenia quitados seys clavos de las tablas del esctritorio.’ Sueyro to Philip III, 7 June 1618, AGS Estado 
Leg. 633; Sueyro to Juan de Ciriça, 26 July 1618, AGS Estado Leg. 1089. Poelhekke, Het verraad, 33. 
88 ‘Que muchos dellos tienen en este pais mas intereses que los Españoles assi por el nacimiento como por 
los parientes deudos y allegados y por sus haziendas, que es el mas eficaz y poderoso, y pudiendo las de 
algunos empeorarse con la guerra suelen con este temor aplicar o acomodar a vezes los hombres la razon 
a su utilidad.’ Sueyro to Philip III, 31 December 1620, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 151. 
89 ‘No es la de la religion la que mueve al Conde Mauricio, sino la ambicion, y el deseo de hazerse señor 
absoluto.’ Sueyro to Philip III, 23 January 1619, AGS Estado Leg. 634, f. 323. 
90 ‘Que dio señales manifiestas deste odio aun quando bolvio del Campo que tuvo junto a Wesel 
declarandole assimismo los pasquines pues todas las faltas que imputavan a Bernavelt cargan despues de 
su muerte sobre este Principe: ya mal quisto, quem bene seu male facta premunt.’ Sueyro to Philip III, 31 
December 1620, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 151. 
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where Tacitus commented on the tidings of Galba’s executions of both Clodius Macer and 

Fonteius Capito, stating that ‘once the emperor was hated, good deeds and bad brought him 

equal discredit.’91 In his own translation of the passage, Sueyro had added the marginal note that 

this sentence explained ‘what caused the hatred towards Galba.’ In this practical context, he used 

the example to convince the king that now that Maurice was losing his footing, people would 

turn against him. And since an unstable Republic would make an easy target, Sueyro directly 

linked the comment on Galba to the advice to continue the war.92  

In his translation of Tacitus’ works, Sueyro had certainly highlighted passages on 

dissimulation, duplicity and realist attitudes towards politics with marginal notes such as ‘the 

dissimulation of Tiberius’ or the ‘prudence of Drusus in knowing how to take advantage from the 

occasion.’93 Did Manuel Sueyro practice what he thought Tacitus preached? With the few 

fragments of evidence we possess, it is impossible to make conclusive statements. It is clear, 

however, that there was some continuity between Sueyro’s reading of Tacitus and his work as an 

informant. In his observation about the ever-increasing dislike of Maurice, Sueyro used Tacitus’ 

phrase to underline his argument, substantiating it in an elegant and concise way. The advantage 

of padding counsel with ancient examples was that their outcome was already known, and to an 

extent, this one sentence also implied a conjecture about the course events were likely to take 

from there. Álamos de Barrientos and Alvía de Castro effectively used ancient history to 

prognosticate, and to this I shall turn below. For now, Sueyro’s fragmentary use of Tacitus can be 

enhanced by Don Carlos Coloma, who deftly turned to both recent experience and the classics in 

order to persuade his superiors to take a hard line in the Dutch question. 

 

Convincing classics 

Don Carlos Coloma (1566-1637) rose to the rank of maestre de campo in the Spanish-Habsburg 

army, serving in the Netherlands during the 1590s and again in the 1620s and 1630s.94 During 

his active military service, Coloma frequently wrote to the king of Spain to offer his advice on 

military decisions based on his intimate knowledge of the current state of affairs, for the best 

manner of waging war constantly changed ‘along with the times.’ It was his self-proclaimed duty 

as a counsellor to speak the unmitigated truth from his personal experience, but his advice 

                                                            
91 Tacitus, The Histories, ed. Rhiannon Ash, trans. Kenneth Wellesley (London etc.: Penguin Classics, 2009), 
book I.7, 7. 
92 ‘Que causo odio à Galba.’ Tacitus, Obras, trans. Sueyro 1613, 531. 
93 ‘La dissimulacion de Tiberio’; ‘Prudencia de Druso en saber aprovecharse de la occasion.’ Tacitus, Obras, 
trans. Sueyro 1613, 58, 24. 
94 Philip III made him governor of respectively Roussillon, Mallorca and Cambrai, and Coloma twice served 
as Spanish ambassador to England. For more details on Coloma’s family, life and career, see Miguel Ángel 
Guill Ortega, Carlos Coloma: 1566-1637, espada y pluma de los tercios (Sant Vicent, Alicante: Editorial Club 
Universitario, 2014). 
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would occasionally come interwoven with classical references.95 When Philip IV asked him to 

respond to complaints that the vanguard of the multinational army was always formed by 

Spanish troops, rather than drawing on his personal experience Coloma pointed out that soldiers 

with the most ‘valour and virtue’ had always been selected for the Greek phalanx and had also 

had precedence in the Roman legions.96 In 1637, the year of his death, Coloma took a seat in the 

Council of State, and once more participated in the debate of negotiating a truce or peace in the 

Netherlands.97 In addition to his translation of Tacitus’ works, produced between 1600 and 1609 

but published only in 1629, Coloma also published an account of the war in the Netherlands 

between 1588 and 1599, in which he claimed to share the events he had witnessed ‘how they 

truly happened’ in order to ‘undo the harmful mists with the light of truth.’98  

In 1620 Coloma wrote a memorial about the manner in which Spain should wage war 

with the Dutch, with which he entered the debate about whether or not Spain should prolong the 

Twelve Years’ Truce.99 The Truce and its consequences will be treated more extensively in 

Chapter 4, but it had been contested from the moment of its conception and became even more 

so when its benefits turned out to be disappointing. When the expiration of the Truce 

approached, the issue of whether Spain should resume the hostilities was therefore carefully 

considered by the king and his councils in Madrid, as well as by individuals in different parts of 

the monarchy, especially those with political and military experience in the Low Countries.100 

                                                            
95 ‘Segun los tiempos.’ Carlos Coloma to King Philip IV, 8 July 1632, BNE Mss 18188, f. 286v (quote), f. 287-
89. 
96 ‘Valor y virtud.’ Coloma to Philip IV, 16 July 1632, BNE Mss 18188, f. 289-90. 
97 See for example ‘Voto de Don Carlos Coloma’, 23 January 1637, AGS Estado Leg. 2052 f. 18, and ibid., 
passim. For consultas on the Dutch peace negotiations, see Consulta Consejo de Estado, 24 May 1537, ibid., 
f. 95. Coloma was also included in the special junta for the reformation of the affairs in the Netherlands, 
which advised on matters such as the improvement of the artillery or the care for widows and orphans of 
fallen soldiers of the Army of Flanders. The other members of the Junta were the Count-Duke of Olivares, 
the Duke of Villahermosa, the Marquis of Castrofuerte and the Marquis of Valparaiso. See Consulta Junta 
de la Reformación de Flandes 1 April 1637 and 12 March 1637, AGS Estado Leg. 2052, f. 52 and f. 51. In the 
same year, Philip IV asked Coloma to join a junta to advise on reforming the command of the Army of 
Flanders, but he died before its first meeting: ‘Hase dilatado la Junta por estar enfermos algunos de los que 
havian de concurrir, y haviendo muerto ya D. Carlos Coloma se sirvio V. Magestad de mandar por medio 
del Conde Duque que el Marques de Santa Cruz hiziese la Junta con el Marques de Castrofuerte, Marques 
de Valparaiso y D. Diego de Cardenas’. Consulta Junta de la Reformación, 26 October 1637, AGS Estado 
Leg. 2052, f. 277. 
98 ‘Como realmente pasaron’; ‘Deshazer tan dañosas nieblas con la luz de la verdad’. Tacitus, Obras, trans. 
Coloma, 3(quotes)-5; Carlos Coloma, De las guerras de los estados baxos desde el año de M.D.LXXXVIII hasta 
el de M.D.XCIX (Cambrai: Jean de la Rivière, 1622). See also Olga Turner, Las obras de don Carlos Coloma 
(Alicante: Caja de Ahorros del Sureste de España, 1957). 
99 Carlos Coloma, ‘Discurso de D. Carlos Coloma de la forma en que debria hazerse la guerra à los 
Holandeses’, 8 June 1620, BL Additional Ms. 14005, f. 59-62.  
100 John Elliott, Spain and Its World, 1500-1700: Selected Essays (New Haven, C.T.: Yale University Press, 
1989), 120–22; Williams, The Great Favourite, 246. 
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An experienced soldier as well as a translator of Tacitus, Coloma substantiated his views 

with reference both to his personal experience and classical histories.101 In 1620 hardly any 

counsellor opposed resuming the war, but Coloma was well aware of the military and political 

mistakes Spain had so far committed in the Netherlands. Improving its military fortune called for 

further analysis of the recent past, for ‘the experience and example of the things in the past show 

us sufficiently, that it would be appropriate to wage war with the rebels very differently than we 

have done until now.’102 Coloma set out in great detail where and how the Habsburg army 

should operate during the next offensive. One point of advice was to force the Dutch to abandon 

their destructive activity in the East and West Indies and to start waging war on them in their 

own territory. Like Scipio in Carthage, the Spanish should force them to concentrate on ‘the 

defence of their own homes.’103 An anonymous writer of an extensive memorial dated 15 

January 1620 agreed that defending one’s life and livelihood was natural to all human beings – 

Demosthenes had recommended a similar strategy to the Athenians and the Roman king Julius 

Hostilius ‘applied the same reason of state against the Sabines.’104 

During the Truce, Spain and the Netherlands had behaved like open enemies in most 

parts of the world, and Dutch naval activity in the West Indies was a central issue in the 1620 

debates. Twenty years previously, Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos had already elaborated on the 

problem that while the Americas were a major source of income for the Crown, their remoteness 

made them highly vulnerable, and that ‘the prudent pasts’ provided numerous examples of 

empires which were destroyed by an effective attack on the province where the money came 

from.105 In 1620, however, the counsellors were not so much occupied with the West Indies as a 

source of revenue, but rather with the threat they posed to the balance of the composite 

monarchy. The overseas possessions belonging to Portugal suffered heavily from Dutch piracy 

and commercial competition in the West Indies, and pressed Castile to take action. But to make 

Castile, Portugal and Italy pay for a war in which they were not directly involved was a delicate 

matter, even though the Portuguese interest in diminishing Dutch naval activity in the Indies 

was substantial. Coloma stated that it was the duty of all realms to support the king and his war 

in times of need, although based on the first book of Tacitius’ Histories he counseled a careful 

approach and clear communication: 

 

                                                            
101 As Alvía de Castro put it concisely, ‘experience demonstrates it and Tacitus says so’ (‘Experiençia lo 
enseña y Tacito lo dice’). Alvía de Castro, ‘Oraciones y discursos’, f. 64v. 
102 ‘La experiencia, y exemplo de las cosas passadas nos monstran bastantamente, que conviene hazer la 
guerra con los rebeldes muy diferentemente, que asta aqui’. Coloma, ‘Discurso’, f. 61 (quote)-62. 
103 ‘La defensa de sus proprias casas.’ Ibid., f. 60v. 
104 ‘Usó la misma razón de estado contra los sabinos.’ Anon., ‘Olandeses: discurso sobre el prorrogar, 
mejorar, o romper las treguas con ellos’, 15 January 1620, BL Additional Ms. 14005, f. 37-58, f. 47 (quote). 
105 ‘Los prudentes pasados.’ Álamos de Barrientos, Discurso político, 13, 18-19 (quote). 
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In the present case and in such a tight spot, there would be very few who could not 

justify it, especially if the world sees that what is thus extracted, is employed to the same 

end for which it was requested. But with all this, if I am allowed, I would give one [piece 

of advice], that in Rome in other similar there were a few competent persons whom 

Emperor Galba charged with this negotiation, and Tacitus refers to this with those 

concise, and succinct words in the first book of his Histories.106 

 

The Batavian analogy 

Like Coloma, Fernando Alvía de Castro (1572-ca1640) believed that the king should be severe 

with the Dutch. Alvía was born in Logroño, but spent most of his working life in Portuguese 

service. In his ‘Oraciones y discursos’, dedicated to member of the Council of Portugal Baltasar 

de Zúñiga, he argued that the rebels should be brought to their knees swiftly and instead of using 

funds from other realms in the monarchy, the priority should be to relieve them of the burden of 

the war and the constant attacks on their colonies. Alvía mostly elaborated on the magnitude of 

the problem the Dutch posed now that they had acquired ‘nearly all commerce and general 

maritime trade, with which they enrich and uphold themselves, and all others dwindle; and to 

say it properly in the language of Tacitus, it refers to the barbarians of the Pontus, who roam the 

seas with great boldness and lack of respect and fear, so that there hardly is any nation or known 

land to which they do not sail.’107 One of Spain’s priorities should be to contain the Dutch power 

overseas, and Alvía believed that in this way the rebels might well be forced to return to the 

obedience of their rightful king.108 

Alvía de Castro wrote down his thoughts on the Dutch question nearly ten years after 

Coloma contributed his, when in 1629 the debate about a potential truce had flared up once 

more (see Chapter 4). Approaching the Dutch question from a far more outspoken Tacitean 

perspective, in these unpublished ‘Oraciones y discursos políticos contra los Olandeses’ he 

vowed, as mentioned above, to present his view ‘only with authorities of Cornelius Tacitus, the 

inexhaustible ocean of politics.’109 He used the experience of the Twelve Years’ Truce, which 

Tacitus would call a ‘bleeding peace’, to give his clear opinion towards the end of the first of the 

two discourses that many cases in classical history prove that ‘open war is better than a dubious 

                                                            
106 ‘En el caso presente y en occasion tan apretada, avria muy pocos, que no pudiesen justificarse, y mas si 
lo que assi se sacasse, viere al Mundo, que reemplea en los mesmos usos para que le pidio. Pero con todo 
esso si me fuere licito, daria uno, que en otros tiempos semejantes dieron en Roma el emperador Galva 
algunas personas platicas a quien encomendo esta negocaciacion, y la refiere Tacito por estas breves, y 
compendiosas palabras en el libro primero de sus Historias.’ Coloma, ‘Discurso’, f. 62v. 
107 ‘Se an apoderado de cassi todo el comerçio, y contrataçion general del mar, con que ellos se enriquecen, 
y acreditan mucho y los demas se disminuyen; y por decirlo propriamente en el lenguaje de Tacito lo 
refiere de los Barbaros del Ponto, vagrando el mar con gran atrevimiento falta de respeto y temor, fin que 
casi aya nacion ni tierra descubierta a lo no navegan.’ Alvía de Castro, ‘Oraciones y discursos’, f. 9v. 
108 Ibid., f. 45-48v. 
109 ‘Solo con autoridades de Cornelio Tacito, mar oceano politico inagotable.’ Ibid., f. 1v. 
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and false peace.’110 Tacitus showed how succumbing to insolence in order to contain a difficult 

situation produced even more dramatic results, and it was ‘easy to understand and to apply’ to 

the Dutch, especially in view of the past Truce – ‘if only Spain had felt and decided like Rome!’ 

But it was done, and now that the question of a truce was once more on the table, they were all 

obliged to ‘extract from the evils and troubles of the past, the knowledge of how they developed 

to prevent them from happening once more, to the extent that the knowing and bringing about is 

within human reach, which is short and limited if God in his mercy does not improve it.’111 

Alvía extensively explored the possibilities of drawing direct parallels between the Dutch 

Revolt and rebellions in the Roman past, both military and civilian. Mostly he referred to the 

Batavian insurrection led by Claudius Civilis in 69 AD, which had taken place in the same area. 

According to Alvía, ‘the Dutch are those Batavians about whom Cornelius Tacitus (everything I 

might say is his, and only mine is the working and tracing of the choosing and the raking) makes 

so much mention in his books.’112 The motives for the Dutch rebellion, for instance, he explained 

in terms of the one of the Batavians, speaking of their boldness, audacity and lack of loyalty, and 

the ‘old and natural ambition’ of Civilis.113 Describing the inadequate reaction to the Batavian 

insurrection by General Hordeonius Flaccus, Alvía criticized the initial Spanish responses to the 

stirrings in the Netherlands. The king had conceded too much, encouraging the rebels to 

perpetually ask for more. It would have been better to follow the example of Tiberius during the 

Pannonian mutiny and send a representative of royal blood to quell the resistance: 

 

Tacitus warns that the Roman General Flaccus Hordeonius, by conceding them many 

things, only gave them the opportunity and courage to demand with more force and 

insistence what could not be rightfully conceded to them, for with the daring and 

rebellious, one should not swiftly and easily grant them what they request, even if it be 

with some justification, for this means fostering their resolve to try greater things, and 

reach out to new extravagances and excesses, and accordingly Tiberius sent Drusus and 

Germanicus to pacify the mutinies of the legions of Pannonia and Germany.114  

                                                            
110 ‘Paz sangriente’; ‘Es mejor una guerra rompida que una paz sospechossa y falsa.’ Ibid., f. 33-33v. 
111 ‘Facil es de entender y aplicarse siendo tan aproposito e igual al termino que los olandeses tubieron en 
las treguas passadas, ojala España lo obiera sentido y resueltose qual Roma’; ‘Obligacion del prudente y 
experimentado sacar de los males y trabaxos passados, el conosimiento de lo procedieron para escusar no 
suceden mas, en quanto el saber y poder humana alcança, corto y limitado si Dios por su misericordia no 
lo mejora.’ Ibid., f. 12. 
112 ‘Son los Olandeses aquellos Batavos de quien Cornelio Tacito (todo lo que dixiere es suyo y solo mio es 
el trabajo y traça del escoge y engace’) haze tanta menzion en sus libros.’ Ibid., f. 5. 
113 ‘Ambicion tan antigua y natural.’ Ibid., f. 7v. 
114 ‘Avierte Tacito que Flaco Hordeonio General Romano concediendoles muchas cosas, solo abia hecho 
darseles occasion y atrevimiento para pedir con mas fuerça e ynstançia lo que no se les podia justamente 
conceder, que a los atrevidos y rebeldes, no se les a de otorgar presto y facilmente lo que pidieren aunque 
sea con alguna Justificaçion, porque es acrecenarles el animo a intentar cossas mayores, y alargarse a 
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Like many contemporaries, Alvía made frequent use of the parallels between civil 

rebellion and the quelling of military mutinies, especially the Pannonian Mutiny.115 While the 

Batavian rebellion usually served to criticize Spanish policy, the successful quelling of the 

military insurrection by Tiberius and his sons was supposed to provide inspiration for an 

improved policy. Looking back, Alvía stated that Spain had underestimated their enemy from the 

beginning, and had tried ‘to cure the illness with softness and dissimulation’ rather than 

administering the necessary medicine once and for all. After all, the wise and prudent Tiberius 

had said that grave illnesses can be cured only with severe and hard remedies and only if they 

are applied in an early stage.116 The seeds of pardon and clemency had never borne fruit in the 

swamps of the Low Countries, and now the rebels were ‘stronger and more terrible than their 

ancestors the Batavians in the times of Emperor Vespasian.’ The Batavians had at least been 

dependent on the passion of their leader Civilis, but had eventually come to their senses and 

returned to the obedience of their prince.117 In the case of the Netherlands, on the other hand, 

ruthless action was now indispensable, for ‘the more time we waste in discoursing, the more the 

Batavian freedom will corrupt them.’118 

 

Manuel Sueyro and Carlos Coloma used Tacitus to substantiate their arguments and to add force 

to their opinions. Their arguments did not seem to flow from the works of Tacitus, however. 

Rather, they analysed the current circumstances in order to formulate their arguments and then 

mined Tacitus to lend them authority – and they would have had no trouble finding support in 

Tacitus’ works for any point they wanted to make. Their use of Tacitus in the political arena 

demonstrates that they did not object to employing classical authorities, even though in their 

translations they had made it clear that these texts hailed from remote times. Alvía’s analogies 

were in that sense even more remarkable, for he mirrored past and present in a fully 

comprehensive manner. Alvía went much further, however, in exploring the full potential of this 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
nuevas demasias y excessos, y en esta conformidad despacho Tiberio a Drusso y Germanico a aquietar los 
motines de las legiones de Panonia y de Alemania.’ Ibid., f. 86. 
115 For instance Alvía de Castro, ‘Oraciones y discursos’, f. 21v-22; 29. See for the parallels between 
military and civil rebellion in both theory and practice Lisa Kattenberg, ‘Military Rebellion and Reason of 
State. Pacification of Mutinies in the Habsburg Army of Flanders, 1599-1601’, BMGN-LCHR - Low Countries 
Historical Review 131, no. 2 (2016): 3-21. 
116 ‘Dire yo por españa con desestimar en los principios al enemigo, y tratar de curar el mal mas con 
blandura largas y disimulacion que aplicarle de una vez medicinas que avia menester o costossas o speras 
que las enfermedades grandes; decia aquel sagaz y prudente Tiberio no se pueden sanar sino con 
Remedios asperos y duros y en sus principios facilmente se suelen reparar y atajar aplicandoseles lo 
necessario’. Alvía de Castro, ‘Oraciones y discursos’, f. 21v. 
117 ‘En tierra llena de pantanos y lagunas que es fruto ninguno’; ‘Mas duros y terribles aora que los Batavos 
sus antepassados en tiempo del emperador Vespasiano.’ Ibid., f. 24v. 
118 ‘Quanto mas se gastare de tiempo en el discurso della, tanto mas la libertad Batava se corrompera.’ 
Ibid., f. 41. 
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use of ancient parallels. As we shall see in the next section, like Álamos de Barrientos, he used 

them to criticize the present in a non-obtrusive manner and to prognosticate or conjecture about 

future developments without openly infringing on the domain of Providence. 

 

III – PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE 

 

My lord, only God knows whoever counsels most correctly, who has infinite providence. 

Men are only given the desire of the best (…), working with the way and the judgment 

they reach and perhaps believing that the opposite is the most correct. But God, who did 

not give them more ability, knows why it was not given to them. And if He provides good 

fortune He will reward their good intention and the knowledge and humility that one 

cannot understand everything; and if He provides bad fortune He is punishing their sins, 

and perhaps in this way causing their downfall.119 

 

Dealing with the question of how to learn from history had implications not only for the way one 

looked at stories of the past, but also for the way they related to the future. To what extent could 

the political future be predicted? What role could the past play in this process? In Spanish 

discourse, the major writings on prognosticating politics based on historical analysis were 

produced by Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos, as part of his comprehensive theory about the 

‘science’ of state. Álamos and other authors confronted this struggle between prognosis and 

Providence, which constituted one of the central incentives to develop a special, Providence-

friendly reason of state. For as we can see in the letter of the Count-Duke of Olivares to the Count 

of Gondomar quoted above, presuming to have knowledge of or being able to predict the future 

was not unproblematic. The future was the domain of Providence, and rather than attempting to 

understand or control the nature of things to come, man should accept that he knew nothing and 

humbly submit to his fate. 

Referring to Cardinal Richelieu, Reinhart Koselleck illustrated the importance of 

foresight in government, emphasized by daily encounters with uncertainty. Prognosis was a 

conscious element of political action, or in the words of Koselleck, ‘the prognosis implies a 

                                                            
119 ‘Señor mío, quien aconseja lo más acertado, sólo Dios lo sabe que tiene providencia infinita; a los 
hombres sólo les es dado el deseo de lo mejor (...), obrando por el camino y dictamen que alcanzan y 
creyendo que por ventura el opuesto será el más acertado, pero Dios, que no le dio más caudal, sabe 
porque no se lo concedió, y si le diese buen suceso premiará la buena intención y el conocimiento y 
modestia de que no se puede comprehender todo, y si malo castigando sus pecados, y por ventura por este 
medio ocasionando su reducción.’ Olivares to Gondomar, 17 January 1625, in Elliott and De la Peña, 
Memoriales y cartas, vol. 1, 108-9. 
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diagnosis which introduces the past into the future.’120 But at least until the mid-seventeenth 

century, the space of the future that was occupied by political calculation and rational forecast 

was effectively guarded by religious authorities.121 A future open for moral-free prognosis or 

calculation was essentially what Machiavelli’s fortuna embodied. The encroaching of this 

conception of historical development upon the field of pious expectation of the occurrences that 

Providence had in store was heavily resisted by religious institutions such as inquisitorial 

censorship as well as through self-censorship imposed by authors. Baltasar Álamos de 

Barrientos, who attempted to systematize political prognosis, could not conceive of an open 

future, for Providence necessarily occupied his field of expectations.  

Could the past help in predicting the (political) future so that behaviour or policy could 

be adjusted accordingly? And even if prediction were possible, was this a legitimate question to 

ask, when it was ultimately Providence that had exclusive knowledge of and power over all 

things to come? This section explores how Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos and Fernando Alvía de 

Castro studied Tacitus in order to analyse or criticize the present and predict the future. In the 

process, they articulated an interpretation of politics and statecraft that could be in line with a 

concept of Providence, for the Christian faith to them meant that the future was not open. This 

being the domain of Providence, there was every need to avoid suggesting that it could be 

exclusively determined by man or was ruled by the forces of contingency or fortune. 

 

Science of state 

A lawyer born in Medina del Campo, Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos (1556-1644) commenced his 

career in the service of Philip II’s secretary Antonio Pérez, who was imprisoned in 1587 and 

later charged with murder and exiled. Álamos’ close professional and personal association with 

Pérez landed him in prison from 1590 until 1598, where he worked on the translation of Tacitus’ 

historical works. Unlike Pérez, who died in exile in 1611, Álamos managed to regain royal favour 

after Philip II’s death and secured considerable influence at the courts of Philip III and IV. The 

authorship of many of Álamos’ work is contested. The manuscript of Suma de preceptos justos, 

necesarios and provechosos, the earliest expression of his ‘science’ of state, was written around 

1590 in Pérez’ hand, but scholars agree that Álamos was its principal author.122 He first 

published this text with slight modifications as the introduction to his Aforismos al Tácito 

Español (1614), which also included a dedicatory letter to the Duke of Lerma with further 

elaborations on the nature of reason of state. 

                                                            
120 Koselleck, ‘Modernity and the Planes of Historicity’, 22. See also Hobsbawm, ‘The Social Function of the 
Past’. 
121 See Koselleck, ‘Modernity and the Planes of Historicity’, 18, 22. 
122 Álamos de Barrientos and Pérez, Suma de preceptos, viii; Peña Echeverría, La razón de estado en 
España, 40–41. 
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In his writings, Álamos argued that particulars recorded in history contained general 

rules about human behaviour and the state, which together amounted to a science of politics 

that was essential to rulers in the preservation of their state. His view that history contained 

‘universal experience to make us prudent’ was heavily influenced by Lipsius’s Politica, which he 

quoted on several occasions.123 Examples from the past provided proof and reason and, having 

already taken place, were less corruptible and could ‘not bend so easily to our will.’124 According 

to Álamos, only universal principles deduced from history could correct powerful princes when 

they displayed behaviour which had caused the downfall of their predecessors. Any ruler would, 

for instance, refrain from ‘tyrannizing a free republic’ if he were aware of ‘that universal and 

certain rule, confirmed by a great number of events, that making oneself lord of a great and 

powerful free city, most commonly will be only after a long civil war.’125 Of all ancient historians, 

Tacitus was without doubt the most relevant source of lessons in modern statecraft, for he had 

lived and written in an empire that, like the Spanish monarchy, had met the challenge of 

‘protecting and preserving such a great state, composed out of so many different nations and 

types of people.’126  

Like Lipsius, Álamos insisted that a prince needed to study the histories of different 

peoples in order to become intimately acquainted with their nature and customs. From 

historical events, a ruler should acquire ‘universal rules and principles’ through which ‘uncertain 

causes can be determined and decisions made in great enterprises’, while history could show 

him proper behaviour for all the different roads he walked, and towards all the people he 

ruled.127 These rules should not be treated as general guidelines, but were to be immediately 

incorporated into the present rule of the Habsburg monarch. In the garden of history, Álamos 

insisted, the king would find ‘all the herbs, roots and flowers that can serve to preserve his 

health and remedy the illness to which some parts of this monarchy have succumbed, and return 

                                                            
123 ‘Experienca universal para hacernos prudentes’. Álamos de Barrientos and Pérez, Suma de preceptos, 
11, 14, 26, 37. 
124 ‘Torcer tan fácilmente a nuestro voluntad’. Álamos de Barrientos, Tacito español, f. 2v. 
125 ‘Tiranizar una república libre’; ‘Aquella regla bien universal, cierta y comprobada con una multitud de 
sucesos, que el hacerse señor de una grande y poderosa ciudad libre, lo más ordinario será después de una 
larga guerra civil’. Álamos de Barrientos and Pérez, Suma de preceptos, 16, 17 (quote). 
126 ‘Guardarse y conservarse tan gran principado y compuesto de tan diferentes naciones y calidades de 
gente’. Álamos de Barrientos, Tacito español, f. 2, 4; id. and Pérez, Suma de preceptos, 20-1. Elsewhere in 
Suma de preceptos Álamos praises Tacitus thus: ‘Este provecho de la conservación de los Estados en 
general en todas las historias leídas y consideradas como he dicho, de todas se puede sacar, en cuál menor, 
según el sujeto de personas de que tratan más acomodado a la memoria, materia y punto que se quiere 
resolver. Pero especialmente lo posee con gran ventaja Cayo Cornelio Tácito, senador y cónsul romano, 
historiador celebrado de todos los antiguos, ya a quien Justo Lipsio (…) hace príncipe de todos los 
historiadores, si no en elocuencia ni en los demás colores del lenguaje que tocan al entretenimiento de la 
verdad, a lo menos en la Historia y en estos preceptos de prudencia y discursos moderadores de la vida y 
del instituto’ (44). 
127 ‘Reglas y principios universales, por sonde determinar las causas dudosas y resolverse en las grandes 
empresas.’ Álamos de Barrientos and Pérez, Suma de preceptos, 12, 22; Álamos de Barrientos, Tacito 
español, f. 1v. 
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the disparity of their humors to a good point.’128 The king did not even have to go all the way 

back to ‘the testimonies and examples of the ancients’, but could also examine the recent fate of 

European principalities recorded in the ‘histories of the last century and the present one.’129 

Álamos explicitly advocated the study of history in order to be prepared for future 

developments. Reading and analysing successions of causes and events in history led to 

predicting the course the present was to take and discovering which kind of political action was 

most suitable. Political prognostication was thus inherent in his ideas regarding the science of 

state. 

 

Álamos in action 

The early political career of Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos had been controversial due to his 

association with Antonio Pérez. After his release from prison in 1598 he disappeared from the 

archival record for two decades, until during the early years of the rule of Philip IV, the Count-

Duke of Olivares called upon Álamos. ‘A very intelligent and industrious man’ and supposedly 

experienced in matters of economy, he was invited to join a junta to reform the Council of 

Finance.130 The main document that survives from his career as a political advisor, however, was 

the treatise Álamos presented to the young King Philip III at the beginning of his reign. In this 

Discurso político al rey Felipe III al comienzo de su reinado he attempted to offer a clearly 

structured plan for the rescue and revival of the Spanish monarchy based on his knowledge of 

the ‘science’ of state.131 After discussing the present situation in the different parts of the 

monarchy, Álamos offered a general ‘remedio’ to counter the desperate state of many of them 

and firmly counseled Philip III to gain the respect of both subjects and enemies by careful 

diplomacy and negotiation rather than warfare.132 The young king simply did not possess the 

                                                            
128 ‘Todas las yerbas, rayzes y flores pueden servir para conservar su salud y sanar la enfermedad en que 
cayeren algunos miembros de esta monarquía, y reducir a buen punto la desigualdad de sus humores.’ 
Álamos de Barrientos and Pérez, Suma de preceptos, 42; see also Álamos de Barrientos, Tacito español, f. 
2v. 
129 ‘Los testimonies y ejemplos antiguos’; ‘Historias del siglo pasado y presente.’ Álamos de Barrientos and 
Pérez, Suma de preceptos, 32. 
130 ‘Hombre muy inteligente y de aplicazion.’ Memorial sobre la Junta de Reformación de la Hacienda, 22 
June 1625, AHN Estado Lib. 870, f. 82 (quote), 85. The memorial, written by Olivares, was edited and 
published in Memoriales y cartas del Conde Duque de Olivares, Vol. 2: Política exterior, 1627-1645, eds John 
Elliott and José de la Peña Cámara (Madrid: Alfaguara, 1980). Within the ample documentation left by the 
junta it is unfortunately impossible to distinguish Álamos’ individual voice. 
131 Although Álamos was the principal author and gave Discurso político its definitive form, the project was 
first conceived in collaboration with Antonio Pérez during the years of Álamos’ imprisonment. The final 
treatise incorporated earlier manuscripts several of which survive under various titles, signed either by 
Pérez or Álamos alone, or under their joint authorship, but apart from their titles and dedications, the 
texts differ only slightly from the final Discurso político. Modesto Santos, ‘Estudio Introductorio’, in: 
Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos, Discurso político al rey Felipe III al comienzo de su reinado, ed. Id. 
(Barcelona: Anthropos, 1990), XXXVI-XLV. 
132 Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos, Discurso político al rey Felipe III al comienzo de su reinado, ed. Modesto 
Santos (Barcelona: Anthropos, 1990), 5, 8–9, 52–85 (‘Remedio’), 86–128 (‘gobierno de España’). 
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resources to forcibly impose his will without running the risk of completely overstretching his 

power, and after all his principal responsibility was to preserve his great state.133 It would in 

every respect be in keeping with the ‘rules of state’ to continue the policy of clemency on which 

his late father, aware of the exigencies of empire, had embarked by the end of his reign.134 

 A problem Álamos repeatedly brought up, particularly with reference to the rule of 

conquered states, was the way local history was perpetuated among peoples within the 

monarchy. Even if the conqueror’s claim to his new territory was legitimate, those who 

understood history realized that ‘the conquered always long for the restoration of the former 

state.’135 The Portuguese vividly remembered their independent past, holding Castile 

responsible for all their current misfortunes, and the Italians still cherished the memory of the 

ancient Roman monarchy. But the greatest danger was Aragon. After the suppression of the 

recent Aragonese revolt of 1590-91, many leaders had fled the country, but the kingdom 

remained full of malcontents who desired restoration of their independence from Castile and 

remembered previous insurrections. Álamos insisted that the initial punishment of the rebels 

might have been just, but not necessarily ‘convenient in good reason of state, according to which 

it is allowed to pardon true delinquents, or at least dissimulate with them.’136 He advised the 

young king to pardon them, for if rebels found that the passing of time could never erase the 

memory of their offense and make them eligible for pardon, they would be forced to desperately 

perpetuate the crime. 

Álamos stated that he had deduced this last counsel from a ‘doctrine that is well known 

and proven by histories’ and probably particularly from the escalation of the revolt in the 

Netherlands, where the long war and destruction were still going on. In the Low Countries, ‘the 

war with the rebels has lasted 31 years, with the ruin of the riches and blood of this monarchy, 

and without us having been able with all this to subdue them into submission and peace, still 

many persevere in their rebellion.’137 The provinces that had returned to loyalty likewise 

retained the memory of their former rebellion and lived in ‘terror of their offence’, for they too 

had never been fully pardoned.138 Álamos then turned to Roman custom in order to support the 

decision to concede sovereign power over the Netherlands to the Archdukes, for the Romans 

also used to assign loyal but locally born governors to provinces that would not tolerate foreign 

                                                            
133 Ibid., 54-56, 116-19. 
134 ‘Reglas de Estado.’ Ibid., 58, 60. See also 87-91. 
135 ‘Los conquistados siempre desean la restitución del primer Estado.’ Ibid., 9. See also Pollmann, Memory 
in Early Modern Europe, chapter 4. 
136 ‘Conveniente en buena razón de Estado, por la cual se permite perdonar a los delincuentes verdaderos, 
o por lo menos disimular con ellos.’ Ibid., 11, 21-23 (quote). 
137 ‘Doctrina muy sabida y probada por las historias’; ‘Durado la guerra con los rebeldes treinta y un años, 
con la destrucción de las riquezas y sangre de esta monarquía, y no habiéndose con todo esto podido 
reducir en sosiego y paz, sino durando todavía algunos en su rebelión’. Ibid., 25, 34. 
138 ‘Temor de la ofensa’. Ibid., 10. 
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rule. This method was prudent, for it took into account both the specific humours of peoples 

accustomed to sharing a monarch with other territories and the natural desire of man to rule 

himself or choose his own leader.139 

With regard to the rebels in the northern Netherlands it would be ‘just, necessary and 

expedient’ to seek peace. Alamos’ main argument came from experience, for although Philip 

should by no means accept the independence of the provinces which had been vassals of the 

Spanish kings for such a long time, since ‘the war, the weapons and the intransigence of so many 

years have not been to any advantage, and sooner have hardened and marred their resolve’, it 

was time to ‘change the remedies for their submission.’ Applying clemency instead of severity, 

he should issue a general pardon to the rebels and fully restore their ancient privileges.140 

Álamos then advanced the example of the conspiracy of Cinna against Augustus, to whom the 

latter eventually granted clemency after having experienced that the severe approach he had 

hitherto applied was to no avail. Augustus befriended Cinna and even made him consul, and 

Cinna’s followers never again conspired against the emperor.141  

Álamos also advanced the novel argument in favour of clemency in the Low Countries 

that only the passing of time could introduce, namely that the Revolt had lasted for such a long 

time that the ‘rebels’ perhaps no longer strictly qualified as such. Instead of disobedient vassals, 

they had now become open enemies, and pardoning or seeking peace with a regular enemy 

would be easier and less controversial: 

 

That this is the certain way which I have extracted from ancient memories, in which it is 

written that rebels are securely subdued without danger by pressuring them, frightening 

them and then once more return to stimulate and move them to peace with pardon and 

offerings, through which the former rebels lost that quality, and could justly call 

themselves legitimate enemies. And one has to treat them as such, not as pure vassals.142 

 

Making peace with the Dutch would have overwhelmingly positive practical consequences 

according to Álamos. An end to the war effort would most importantly relieve the pressure on 

                                                            
139 Ibid., 34-37. 
140 ‘Justo, necesario y provechoso’; ‘No han aprovechado la guerra, las armas y el rigor de tantos años, y 
antes esto les ha endurecido y estragado sus ánimos’; ‘Mudar remedios para su reducción.’ Ibid., 74-76.  
141 Ibid., 75-77. 
142 ‘Que éste es el medio cierto que tengo sacado de las memorias antiguas, en que hallo escrito que se 
reducen los rebeldes seguramente y sin peligro espantándolos, y volviéndolos de nuevo a incitar y mover 
a la paz con el perdón y ofrecimiento de que los rebeldes antiguos ya pierden la calidad de tales, y pueden 
llamarse justamente enemigos legítimos. Y se ha de proceder con ellos como con tales, y no como con 
puros vasallos.’ Ibid., 76. 
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Castile, the head of the empire, which suffered from population decrease and financial difficulty 

but was nevertheless forced to bear the cost of many foreign and domestic wars.143 

 

The problem of Providence  

The notion that history could provide universal rules by which the future could be predicted was 

controversial within the Catholic monarchy of Spain. The Count-Duke of Olivares, for instance, 

protested in his letter to the Count of Gondomar that it was nearly impossible to understand the 

present or the future on the basis of experience, ‘because our capacity is so limited, not only in 

that in which one reasons about things to come, even with examples from the past, but in the 

very things which one is touching with his hands.’144 As an example of how misleading 

experience could be in making judgments about the future course of events, Olivares reminded 

Gondomar of the progress of the battle between the Army of Flanders and the Dutch Republic 

near Nieuwpoort, then 25 years ago. Archduke Albert’s forces had been far superior to the 

Republic’s, Olivares wrote, and on the morning of the battle it did indeed look as if he would be 

victorious. Albert followed the counsel of all the experienced men around him to continue the 

battle in pursuit of the final victory, which seemed beyond doubt and inevitable – but in the 

afternoon, the Spanish forces were crushed.145 

On the other hand, Olivares continued, nobody would ever have counselled the marquis 

Ambrogio Spinola to attempt to conquer Groenlo six years later. The forces of the Prince of 

Orange had greatly outnumbered Spinola’s, and Orange had had plenty of time to fortify the 

town, ‘so that there was no prediction that was not in his favour.’146 Yet Spinola conquered the 

town almost by just looking at it, having decided to take on the enterprise following only his own 

judgment, ‘which was so much less experienced than that of all those who predicted a doomed 

ending of his resolution.’ Olivares’ conclusion was that ‘the providence of God has a strong hand 

in these matters’, for it encourages those who are resolved to have faith, and ‘punishes the 

presumption of he who thinks that he is given certainty and knowledge of what it [Providence] 

consists of, as one sees in the opposing examples I have just referred to.’147 

                                                            
143 Ibid., 26-28, 76-77. 
144  ‘Siendo tan limitado nuestro caudal, no sólo en aquello en que se discurre de lo venidero, aunque con 
ejemplos de lo pasado, sino en lo mismo que se está tocando con las manos.’ Olivares to Gondomar, 17 
January 1625, in Elliott and De la Peña, Memoriales y cartas, vol. 1, 108. 
145 Ibid. The battle in the dunes near Nieuwpoort on 2 July 1600 started with skirmishes in the early 
morning. After the initial success, Archduke Albert decided not to wait for the reinforcements that were on 
their way, but pursued his victory that same afternoon, resulting in a total defeat of the Army of Flanders. 
146 ‘Con que no había pronóstico que no estuviera en su favor.’ Ibid. The Spanish siege of Groenlo, a 
stronghold north of the Rhine, lasted from 5 until 14 August 1606. It was part of the Spanish offensive in 
the Netherlands that preceded the peace talks that would lead to the signing of the Twelve Years’ Truce 
(see Chapter 4).   
147 ‘Que era tanto menos experimentado que el de todos los otros que le pronosticaban fin desdichado de 
aquella resolución’; ‘obra en esta parte mucho la providencia de Dios’; ‘castigando la presunción de quien 
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Similarly controversial was the notion of rules of political behaviour that were 

circumscribed by a predicted, man-made outcome or interest. Reasoning of this kind implied 

interfering with the eschatological cycles in which all occurrences were determined and the 

outcome and meaning of events were implied within the present.148 Predicting the future course 

of these cycles, even on the basis of past occurrences, in order to devise political strategies that 

could manipulate its course did not suit the structure of eschatological history. As has been 

mentioned in the first chapter with reference to the translations of Lipsius’ statements about 

fortuna, the notion of an open future, or one dominated by fickle fortune that could be 

manipulated with boldness and initiative, was directly at odds with a universe ruled by 

Providence. The future course of history was known and determined, and as Olivares 

demonstrated in his letter to Gondomar, appropriate behaviour was characterized by humility 

and trust. 

With the Machiavellian connotations, Tacitus’ use of the Latin word fortuna posed 

problems for the translators. They inserted clarifications about the word itself or unorthodox 

references to the concept of fortune in Tacitus’ text, especially with the passage on man’s destiny 

in the sixth book of the Annals. Manuel Sueyro’s marginal note warned readers that ‘Tacitus 

speaks as a Gentile’, while Álamos added to the text that it was a ‘Gentile discourse on human 

affairs.’149 Very explicit statements on the fortune controversy were made by Fernando Alvía de 

Castro. Describing the advantage the Dutch had received from their naval power as ‘buena 

fortuna’ (good fortune), he begged to ‘excuse me this time for using such language, for I admit 

that there is no more fortune than the eternal will of God, unchanging and without end, as 

Tacitus states when discoursing about the Jews.’150 Throughout the ‘Oraciones’, Alvía continued 

to use the word ‘fortune’ exclusively in the sense of favourable occasion or chance, never as a 

determining force.151 

 The problem of the compatibility of Providence with a way of analysing and 

prognosticating political events in a universe that was open and malleable was addressed at 

length by political writers trained as theologians. Besides discrediting the suggestion that state 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
entiende que le es dado el acierto y el conocimiento de lo que lo es, como se ve en los contrarios ejemplos 
que aquí he referido.’ Ibid. 
148 See Koselleck, ‘Modernity and the Planes of Historicity’. 
149 Tacitus, Obras, trans. Sueyro 1613, 299; Álamos de Barrientos, Tacito español, 278.  
150 ‘Perdonasse me por esta vez tal lenguaje, confessando que no ay mas Ado, ni fortuna que la Voluntad de 
Dios eterno sin mudança ni fin, como refiere Tacito, tratando de los Judios.’ Alvía de Castro, ‘Oraciones y 
discursos’, f. 6. 
151 Manuel Sueyro also continued to ignore the occurrences of the word fortuna in Tacitus where they 
were synonyms of chance. When dealing with the Pannonian mutiny of 14 AD described in Book 1 of the 
Annals, Sueyro translated Tacitus’ text itself as ‘Pareciole bien à Cesar, servirse de la occasion, y 
aprovechar con prudencia lo que le avia offrecido la fortuna’. To this, he added the marginal note 
‘Prudencia de Druso en saber aprovecharse de la occasion’, highlighting the passage without paying 
further attention to the use of the word fortune. Tacitus, Obras, trans. Sueyro 1613, 24. 
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interest allowed a ruler to break moral codes, they went to great lengths to undermine the 

‘Machiavellian’ conception of fortuna.152 Broadly speaking, they proposed that through pleasing 

God precisely through abiding by these moral codes, a ruler ensured his political success, for 

Providence would in turn favour his state. The first notable effort to accommodate Christian 

kingship, Providence and the demands of state preservation in this way was made by the 

Spanish Jesuit Pedro de Ribadeneyra, who introduced the distinction between Machiavellian or 

‘false’ reason of state and the ‘true’ kind.153 According to his Tratado de la religion y virtudes, 

pursuing the true interest of state was entirely compatible with virtuous kingship, since 

Providence ultimately presided over the rise and fall of commonwealths. The only way to 

achieve political success was therefore by pleasing God.154 Although the idea of ‘true reason of 

state’ soon became widely adopted among Catholic theologians and political theorists, 

Ribadeneyra’s interpretation did not convince everyone.155 The Jesuit Juan de Mariana, for 

instance, refused to make divine reward a full part of the equation of prudence and politics, and 

‘true’ reason of state and Providence were thus incompatible.156 

Some controversy notwithstanding, the notion of ‘true reason of state’ allowed Spanish 

political writers to publicly discuss reason of state, and Alvía de Castro in fact published his own 

discourse on Verdadera razón de estado in 1616. The treatise presented a range of examples 

from ancient, biblical and recent history of peoples and princes that had politically thrived or 

suffered in direct relation to their (lack of) moral virtues. Although Alvía explicitly preferred 

recent, Spanish examples since ‘the examples of one’s own things are stronger and more 

palatable than alien ones’, he never treated his examples as fragments of stories that may have 

been a product of their own time; they were simply facts that served to illustrate larger truths 

about political morality.157 With a reference to Tratado de la religion, Alvía faithfully followed 

Ribadeneyra’s reasoning that successes were achieved by those who placed God above their own 

interest and convenience, and had taken up arms in defence of the faith.158 There was no room in 

                                                            
152 Skinner, Foundations Vol. 1, 251, and Foundations Vol. 2, 171–73; Höpfl, ‘Orthodoxy and Reason of 
State’, and Jesuit Political Thought, 164–67; Howard, The Reception of Machiavelli, passim. 
153 Pedro de Ribadeneyra, Tratado de la religion y virtudes que debe tener el príncipe Cristiano para 
gobernar y conservar sus estados (Madrid: Ediciones Atlas, 1919), dedication and 455-56; Jodi Bilinkoff, 
‘The Many “Lives” of Pedro de Ribadeneyra’, Renaissance Quarterly 52, no. 1 (1999): 180–82. 
154 Ribadeneyra, Tratado de la religion, 475–76; Bireley, The Counter-Reformation Prince, 111. 
155 The Salamanca theologian Juan Márquez, who wrote during the first decade of the seventeenth century, 
agreed that separating reason of state from Christian ethics was ‘unreasonable’. However, as Harald Braun 
pointed out, Márquez also acknowledged that new ways of thinking and speaking about ethics and politics 
had caused a paradigm shift in Spanish political discourse. Harald Braun, ‘The Bible, Reason of State, and 
the Royal Conscience: Juan Márquez’s El Governador Christiano’, Renaissance Studies 23, no. 4 (2009): 
552–53, 567. 
156 Braun, Juan de Mariana, 131–33. 
157 ‘Mas fuertes y sabrosas los exemplos las cosas proprias que las agenas’. Fernando Alvía de Castro, 
Verdadera razon de estado: discurso politico de Don Fernando Alvia de Castro (Lisbon: Pedro Craesbeeck, 
1616), f. 27v. 
158 Ibid., f. 22v. See also f. 18v. 
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the treatise for causal analysis beyond the dichotomy of good and evil, and their providential 

rewards. Those who ignored natural law and reason, or for example tricked another ruler for 

political gain, would inevitably meet their downfall ‘in payment for their bad reason of state.’159 

In a section especially dedicated to the subject, Alvía emphatically rejected the 

interpretation that reason of state was an art or science: ‘The matter of state is a very deep sea, 

in which there is no art that understands it, nor a science that teaches it.’160 Alvía’s main 

argument was that in order for something to be a science, according to Aristotle, it had to be 

concerned with reason and certainty rather than with accident and chance, and matters of state 

were never true or determined.161 Reason of state was not a science because it was unknowable 

and unreasonable for man, to whom the realm of politics appeared full of contingencies, while in 

fact they were all occurrences of the providential design. In this line Alvía also contended with 

the work of the Rovigo-born writer Girolamo Frachetta, author of Idea del libro de’ governi di 

stato et di guerra (1592) and Il prencipe (1597). Although Alvía agreed with him on the issue of 

the importance of history and experience in matters of state, Frachetta was greatly mistaken in 

holding ‘as final objective the convenience of the prince, while this cannot be it, but rather the 

effect that follows from the honest, from reason, equity, and justice.’162 Only pleasing Him could 

arm a ruler against a sea of troubles.  

However, even though the hand of Providence could be discerned and studied 

retrospectively in histories, its future course could not be predicted or manipulated through 

science, for the ways of God were unknowable. Alvía wanted the Spanish monarchy to improve 

its future by learning from the past, but he explicitly indicated the limitations of these wishes, for 

in accordance with his own views on ‘true’ reason of state, political success was in the hands of 

God and could not be predicted or manipulated. The ‘true’ reason of state was present 

throughout the ‘Oraciones’, also in his explanations of the success and failure in connection with 

the justice, morality and piety of political behaviour.163 The Batavians, although they were not 

initially punished for the damage they had inflicted, were eventually destroyed, and ‘this I hope 

by God will be done with the Dutch.’164 Following this line of reasoning, one of Alvía’s concluding 

arguments was simply that ‘in this war, His Majesty has on his side justice, reason and divine 

favour because of his supreme Christianity, and excellent virtues, and our Lord is much offended 

                                                            
159 ‘En pago de su mala razon de estado.’ Ibid., f. 37 (quote)-38v. See also the last chapter, f. 63v-71v. 
160 ‘Es la materia de estado un profundissimo mar, en que ni ay arte que la comprehenda, ni ciencia que la 
enseñe.’ Ibid., f. 3v. 
161 ‘Artistoteles dize, que lo que depende de la fortuna no es ciencia: y pues los successos de las cosas de 
estado, dependen tanto della (hablemos en el lenguaje Philosopho y Gentilico) y de efectos varios y 
indifferentes, no es arte.’ Ibid., f. 2 (quote), 2v-3. 
162 ‘Por ultimo fin, la comodidad del Principe, no deviendolo ser, sino el efecto que proceda de lo honesto, 
de la razon, equidad, y justicia.’ Ibid., f. 5r-v. See also f. 9v. 
163 For instance how ‘la dissimulaçion y descuido de Flaco Hordeonio alimento y ayudo los primeros 
movimientos del revelde Civil Batavo.’ Ibid., f. 8v. 
164 ‘Tal espero en Dios se hara con los Olandeses.’ Ibid., f. 16v. 



 

111 
 

by these rebels and apostates, who have caused great damage, troubles and unrest to 

Christianity.’165 Reason of state was eventually in the hands of Providence, as was the future. 

Statesmen should not even attempt to prognosticate what might be based on what had been – 

they simply had to trust. 

For Alvía, political decisions thus always needed to be in harmony with a trust in 

Providence, with the according behaviour marked by piety and justice. Yet in his ‘Discursos y 

oraciones’, Tacitus’ histories of the pagan Roman world provided the material that fleshed out 

his arguments. Alvía would make use ‘only of examples and facts and sayings of Cornelius 

Tacitus, so that one sees how [in his works] there are sentences and authorities with which I can 

justly complain and paint some part of their [the Dutch] crimes and excesses.’ In the opening of 

his second discourse, Alvía explicitly stated his intention to show that according to good reason 

of state and ‘both in reputation, benefit, reason and in necessity, it is convenient to break war 

with the Dutch.’166 

 

These struggles with Providence and political prognostication clearly indicate that Alvía’s view 

of history, at least in the way he felt he needed to express it, was dominated by Providence and 

deeply cyclical and eschatological. Yet the way in which the ‘Tacitists’ used the past in the 

political arena, employing the classics to persuade through analogies to mirror the present, 

indicates that they could easily imagine a future that they could shape, too. The notion of being 

able to cause an effect is, of course, the point of departure of any decision, however small, but 

pretending to be able to foresee the effects of certain acts or decisions based on a deeper 

understanding of the causes that underlie their foreseen outcome could border on heterodoxy. 

In that case, the ancient world could be employed as a scene for warning about future 

developments, without actually speaking about the future. The only future that was then 

effectively addressed was a future past. Preaching resignation, but practising activity, the 

ancients, and especially Tacitus – ever easy to deconstruct and employ at will – could shine in 

any role in which they were cast. 

 

  

                                                            
165 ‘Tiene Su Magestad en su favor para esta guerra la justicia, la raçon, y el favor divino por su soberana 
Christiandad, y excelentes virtudes, y esta Nuestro Señor muy ofendido desta gente revelde y Apostata 
suya; y que an sido causa de grandes daños travajos e inquietud en la Christiandad.’ Ibid., f. 69v. 
166 ‘En reputacion, en provecho, en raçon y en necessidad, conviene romper la guerra con los olandeses’; 
‘valerme solo de exemplos en hechos y dichos de Cornelio Tacito, para que se vea como si en el halle 
sentencias y autoridades con que quexarme justamente y pintar alguna parte de sus delictos y excessos.’ 
Ibid., f.  35-5v. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Spanish thinkers, like their contemporaries elsewhere in Europe, engaged with developments in 

historical scholarship when approaching Tacitus, but this sense of distance did not in practice 

render the ancients irrelevant. This chapter has demonstrated that also in the Catholic monarchy 

of Spain, different modes of historical consciousness could coexist. Analogies and anachronisms 

were employed in practice, while a clear sense of change and distance and a critical approach to 

the writing and reading of history were articulated in theoretical writings and translations.  

Tacitus translators managed to use the classical authors, through conscious analogies and 

anachronisms, in the context of formulating their political and military advice to the benefit of 

the present-day monarchy in need of preservation. Ancient parallels were used as a way of 

expressing criticism of the course of the Spanish monarchy or presented as a source of 

inspiration for alternatives.  

As we have seen in the first chapter with Tiberius and his cruel reason of state, ancient 

history also provided a domain where perceived truths about the present could be expressed 

without causing too much controversy. Also the problem of Providence was incorporated in this 

coexistence. Referring to Tacitus’ description of how a particular decision had led to certain 

consequences in a situation in ancient times that was presented as similar to the present 

constituted a way to prognosticate, conjecture or warn without pretending to be able to know or 

influence the future. Many of the actions or recommendations of the Tacitists implied that they 

saw a future open for their boldness and initiative to alter and shape, but a deeply providential 

view of historical development was expressed in other areas. It would be impossible to firmly 

locate these people at any given stage in the development from synchronic to diachronic modes 

of thought, from traditional ways of engaging with history to ‘modernity’ – they were one thing 

in this context, and another in the next. 

What this exploration does clearly show is the central role of history in politics, and that 

thinking about Tacitus was closely connected to reason of state, in both theory and practice. 

Studying the Tacitists in these contexts has highlighted the notion that the tension between 

diachronic and synchronic modes of thought is present in reason-of-state discourse itself. It 

existed to a large extent by virtue of synchronic modes of historical thought, with its logic of 

learning through examples and historical analogies, as we have seen in the first chapter; yet with 

its pragmatic nature and orientation towards doing something in the present to shape future 

politics it depended on a sense of linear development of history. Moreover, just as the use of the 

classics and the thinking about history were a patchwork of coexisting modalities, reason-of-

state discourse changed from one situation to the next. The ‘science of state’ of Álamos was not 

the same as the providential version expressed by Fernando Alvía de Castro, and when Carlos 
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Coloma mentioned the ‘reason of state’ employed by the Roman king Hostilius, it was mostly a 

synonym for practical politics. In a way they all related to understanding and practising 

pragmatic politics in a complex and changing world, even when this possibly conflicted with 

morality. Different ways of thinking about reason of state could coexist and be employed as a 

matter of choice, for reason of state was essentially flexible and context-dependent. 

The classical texts as storehouses of mobile pieces of history and the classical world as 

safe space, free from Providence and open for amoral thought and policy experiments, were at 

the heart of approaching reason of state within the context of a Catholic monarchy. The Tacitists 

have shown how histories can be broken up and put to different political uses, and the Lipsius 

translators how the selections of these bits can be re-organized to express different ideas and 

articulate particular interpretations of reason of state – or even temporarily suspend moral law. 

In documents of counsel produced in the political arena, these bits of (classical) histories were 

employed with a similar mechanism, now to imagine expedient policies and to strengthen 

arguments. The past as well as the present provided material to analyse situations and invent 

opportune courses of action and provided ample material to represent circumstances and likely 

courses of events, to rhetorically create necessity and thus provide moral legitimation.  

With the Tacitists and their thinking about history and the state, there is both continuity 

and discontinuity between theory and practice. Chapter 4 will primarily address practice, 

further developing how different types of historical experience interplayed with notions of 

conscience and necessity in the context of the deliberations about peace or truce with the Dutch. 

But the question remains whether the practice of organizing to construct narratives in theory 

has anything to offer actual political practice, and if so, what. Virgilio Malvezzi used the ordering 

of bits of history and commonplace in creating historical narratives and within the political 

arena encountered the problems that accompanied the pliable nature of necessity. As a thinker-

agent whose activities in both realms have left revealing traces, Virgilio Malvezzi can now 

provide some answers. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

Virgilio Malvezzi  

and the mosaics of morality and necessity 

 

 

 

  

Since I did not think it right to oppose necessity, I only told him that it is very difficult to 

recognize what and when it is, that makes something legitimate, when it is not such by 

itself. He told me, ‘according to the interpretation of every one.’ (…) Sir, from his words 

one can conclude that he will not reconcile without necessity, but he judges that it has 

already arrived.1 

Virgilio Malvezzi to Ferdinand of Austria, Sedan, 31 July 1641 

 

On 8 August 1641, the independent city of Sedan was ablaze with celebration. Fireworks lit up 

the sky, artillery salutes resounded from the city walls, and town criers announced that their 

lord, the Duke of Bouillon, had ended his rebellion and had reconciled with the king of France. 

Virgilio Malvezzi, a Bolognese courtier and political thinker, did not join in the merriment. 

During days of intense negotiating he had tried to convince Bouillon to place his trust not in the 

king of France, but in the king of Spain. Malvezzi had been close to success, appealing to the 

Duke’s reasonable sense of necessity with assurances and promises that were sometimes 

genuine, and sometimes not. But when tidings of a succession of French victories over the 

Habsburgs reached them, Bouillon’s necessity was no longer in line with that of Malvezzi. His 

own interpretation of necessity convinced Bouillon that his interest lay with France, and 

ultimately caused Malvezzi to turn his back on the celebrating city in defeat. 

In the previous chapters we have seen how history featured in confronting the dilemma 

between conscience and political pragmatism, both as a political teacher and as a container of 

information that could be employed to construct a flexible theory of prudence. History as 

                                                            
1 ‘Mostrole yo quan seguro estaba de eso y no me pareciendo bien oponerme alla necesidad, solo le dixo 
ser muy dificil el conocer quando y qual es aquella, que aia licito lo que por si mismo no lo es. Me disse 
conforme a la interpretacion de cada uno. Y el Cardenal Richelieu es gran sogetto para dar a intender con 
machinas y tramoias la necesidad aver llegado quando aun esta lexos suplicarle advertir esto. (…) Señor 
de su discurso puede sacarse que sin necesidad no se concertara, pero que juzgara ia ser en ella.’ Virgilio 
Malvezzi to Ferdinand of Austria (minute), Sedan, 31 July 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
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something flexible and constructed has aided in understanding how readers of Lipsius could use 

it to express their own ‘morally sound’ reason of state, and how Tacitists isolated elements of 

classical histories to present them as lessons or analogies in political practice. This practice of 

deconstructing and recycling history by the reader was one thing, but what did it look like on the 

side of the author? In writing their own histories, seventeenth-century authors needed a frame 

to select and order information in order to construct a narrative. Here, it was possible to 

harmonize conscience and realism, to find a balance between ethical rules and moral conflict. To 

what extent could this be extrapolated to the fickle political arena? This chapter zooms in on one 

thinker-agent who united the realms of writing history and doing politics. It explores the ways in 

which Virgilio Malvezzi (1595-1653) tried to make sense of morality, history and political 

contingencies both in his historical and political writings, and in political practice.  

Although the Malvezzi were natives of Bologna, Virgilio intensively engaged with the 

Spanish monarchy in his political and historical work. He was invited to Madrid as court 

historian, and soon became part of the political structure of the Spanish monarchy as adviser, 

diplomat and military commander. Malvezzi intended his historical and political prose to be of 

practical use to the government of the Spanish monarchy. Aware of the context-dependency of 

ancient models, he did not commend uncritical imitatio, but in his published histories Malvezzi 

instead advocated the scrutiny of examples in order to sharpen one’s rational judgment. This 

should then be employed to distinguish between the morally good and bad in a world where 

morality ultimately depended on circumstance. Reason and morality should thus serve as a 

guide to counter political randomness and adversity, something in which, according to 

Malvezzi’s histories, the Spanish monarchy excelled. 

However, the image Malvezzi forged in his oeuvre of politics and Spanish statecraft 

revolving around moral reasoning and rational scrutiny, although partly based on his own 

experience and archival material, little resembled the political arena in which he spent his 

working days. Moving from a periphery to the center of the Spanish monarchy, Malvezzi became 

directly acquainted with the pragmatic government of a state trapped in a spiral of perpetual 

crisis and crisis management. Moreover, when faced with the actual randomness and adversity 

in the political arena, acting as a single agent within military and diplomatic enterprises largely 

beyond his control, this rational scrutiny could not really help Malvezzi. Circumstances instead 

forced him to reflect on necessity. By tracing the logic of constructing narratives that present 

conditions of necessity in his prose as well as in the documents that bear witness to his activities 

in the political arena, I contend that the case of Malvezzi can help us arrive at a firmer 

understanding of the continuity and discontinuity between the theory and practice of reason of 

state. 
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In a dual role as counsellor and court historian in the service of King Philip IV and the 

Count-Duke of Olivares, Malvezzi wrote contemporary histories about events in the Spanish 

monarchy with which he was intimately acquainted. Malvezzi thus moved between the worlds of 

social memory, or the way individual stories about the past interact with existing narratives, and 

‘official history’, which Richard Kagan has characterized as history that was ‘authorized’ and 

received governmental sponsorship and support. Official history, Kagan has argued, was 

intended to create a historical record that favours the interests and concerns of the ruler, to 

legitimate a ruler’s claim to power, or rally support for a political programme or set of beliefs. 

Kagan’s study explores the contribution of official history to the practice of history, and one of 

his contentions is that the efforts of medieval and early modern Spanish kings to enlist history to 

forward their agendas demonstrate that memory cannot be controlled as well as the futility of 

shaping history forever.2 Judith Pollmann has recently stated that memory need not necessarily 

be seen as a realm of resistance against the dominant, state-associated version of memory that is 

known as ‘history’.3 The case of Malvezzi shows how an individual could both contribute to 

official history by presenting an image of the Spanish monarchy’s government as one defined by 

rationality and morality, and at the same time resist his own idealized image, as his experience 

in the political arena had taught him how far this image was removed from reality.  

In both his writings and in his political activities Virgilio Malvezzi struggled with uniting 

the interests of the Spanish crown, on the one hand, and, on the other, writing and acting in a 

way that was both expedient and conformed to the moral and religious exigencies of the 

monarchy he served. Not only did Malvezzi leave a sizeable oeuvre of moral prose and histories, 

but his work as a political agent and especially his negotiations with a number of French nobles 

in 1641 are also exceptionally well documented, although they have hardly been studied. In 

these documents Malvezzi reflected on the moral dilemmas he encountered and the choices he 

made, both in theory and practice. Necessity, ever-changing and ultimately subjective, depended 

on the way an individual arranged and ranked information in order to establish the ‘state of the 

moment’ and determine its specific needs. In Malvezzi’s case, this organizing and manipulating 

was both at the basis of piecing together a historical or biographical narrative, and of 

constructing an argument that, within the political arena, would allow him to act in such a way 

as he believed suited the state of the moment. However, since the other players in the political 

arena also knew how to manipulate necessity, Malvezzi found himself trumped in his 

endeavours, unlike when he acted as the hegemonic constructor of his moral-political prose.  

Malvezzi’s life and early oeuvre are treated in the first section. The second section 

examines Malvezzi’s attempts uniting morality and the randomness of political fortunes by 

                                                            
2 Kagan, Clio and the Crown, 3, 14. See above, introduction. 
3 Pollmann, Memory in Early Modern Europe, 13. 



 

117 
 

discussing his history of the Spanish monarchy during the year 1639. Sucesos principales de la 

monarquia de España is commonly characterized as a work of propaganda devised to support 

the regime of King Philip IV and the Count-Duke of Olivares, but a critical reading in the context 

of Malvezzi’s own experience and contemporary historical-political discourse demonstrates that 

the book in fact neatly fits the genre of neo-stoic political prose, popular with an international 

audience during the seventeenth century. Next, my discovery of an early notebook version of 

Sucesos principales in the Malvezzi family archive permits a close examination of the making of 

Sucesos principales from its first conception into a publishing success. It allows us to trace 

Malvezzi’s working practice because the manuscript notebook contains ample evidence of how 

Malvezzi went about uniting general truths and aphorism-like observations with a chronological 

narrative. 

As an author and architect of historical-political prose, Malvezzi was largely in a position 

of control. He possessed the power to impose a frame of reason and morality on his work in 

order to make sense of the world it described. Within the political arena, however, Malvezzi was 

exposed to the randomness of political fortunes. The third section of this chapter reconstructs 

and analyses his involvement in the well-documented, small-scale diplomacy with French nobles 

conspiring against the king of France, against the background of the Franco-Habsburg struggles 

of the Thirty Years’ War. We watch Virgilio Malvezzi assessing situations, analysing characters 

and rationalizing the application of the most unorthodox strategies while trying to control real 

political fortunes as he could on paper, and failing. 

 

I – VIRGILIO MALVEZZI: LIFE AND WORK 

 

Bologna and the early works 

Virgilio Malvezzi was born on 8 September 1595 as the third child of Piriteo Malvezzi and 

Beatrice Orsini. The Malvezzi, whose main home was the estate of Castel Guelfo just outside 

Bologna, were one of the leading families in Bologna. They had distinguished themselves since 

the 13th century as soldiers and administrators in the service of the Papacy, the Kingdom of 

Naples and the Spanish monarchy. Virgilio’s great-uncle Pirro in 1590 had been granted the title 

of marquis for his bravery during the battle of Lepanto and his lifelong service to the Spanish 

king, and Marc’ Antonio, his elder brother who died in 1622, served in the Spanish Army of 

Flanders.4  

                                                            
4 After his death, Virgilio asked Madrid for a pension. D.L. Shaw, ‘Estudio preliminar’, in Historia de los 
primeros años del reinado de Felipe IV, by Virgilio Malvezzi, ed. D.L. Shaw (London: Tamesis Books, 1968), 
ix–x; Silvia Bulletta, ‘Per la biografia di Virgilio Malvezzi con un’appendice di lettere inedite agli Estensi’, 
Aevum 68, no. 3 (1994): 635–36. 
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At the age of seventeen, Virgilio Malvezzi obtained his doctorate from the University of 

Bologna in civil and canonical law and soon after moved to Siena, where his father was governor 

from 1614 until 1622. In Siena Virgilio met Fabio Chigi (1599-1667), the future pope Alexander 

VII, which resulted in a lifelong and well-documented friendship.5 In 1641 he wrote to Chigi that 

‘besides my master the Count-Duke, who is my father, patron and friend, I have in this world but 

three friends, (…) and I have known so many countries and people’.6 Chigi had not only studied 

law but also philosophy and theology, and he drew Malvezzi into the careful study of Aristotle 

and Aquinas. Under the influence of Chigi and his circle of Sienese humanists Malvezzi 

developed an interest in music, medicine, astrology and especially painting, and he became well 

versed in classical history and literature.7 The result was his first published work, I Discorsi 

sopra Cornelio Tacito (1622), a collection of essays on Tacitus’ Annales which instantly gained 

him a scholarly reputation.8 In its dedication Malvezzi repeated the familiar topos that although 

he might be inexperienced due to his tender age, a young man who had studied history knew 

more than a man who had lived a hundred years, ‘because one has only seen the matters of his 

own times, and the other will have read all the principal matters that have been done since the 

beginning of the world until these days.’9 Also in keeping with the genre, Malvezzi pointed out 

that Tacitus was particularly useful ‘in our times’ because ‘the matters he treats are the actions 

of monarchs.’10  

In 1622 Virgilio followed his father back to Bologna. Under the rule of Urban VII Bologna 

was a vibrant cultural center where the arts flourished. According to the seventeenth-century 

art historian Carlo Malvasia, Malvezzi, himself an amateur painter, spent many hours in the 

workshops of artists like Alessandro Tiarini, Angelo Colonna and Augustino Metelli.11 His closest 

                                                            
5 See Virgilio Malvezzi, Lettere a Fabio Chigi, ed. Crisafulli Maria (Fasano: Schena, 1990). 
6 ‘Lasciando da parte il Conte Duce mio Signore che mi è padre, padrone e amico, che io non ho in questo 
mondo se non tre amici, V.S. Ill.ma, Monsignor Saracino e il Padre Pallavicino, et ho praticato tanto paese e 
tanta gente.’ Malvezzi to Chigi, Courtray, 11 October 1641, in Crisafulli, Lettere a Fabio Chigi, 165. 
7 Fiorella Calef, ‘Alcune fonti manoscritte per la biografia di Virgilio Malvezzi’, Giornale Storico della 
Letteratura Italiana 144, no. 445 (1967): 75; Bulletta, ‘Per la biografia di Virgilio Malvezzi’, 637. 
8 Virgilio Malvezzi, Discorsi sopra Cornelio Tacito del marchese Virgilio Malvezzi (Venice: M. Ginammi, 
1635). The work was translated into English during Malvezzi’s lifetime, and in 1680 into Dutch: Discourses 
upon Cornelius Tacitus. Written in Italian by the Learned Marquesse Virgilio Malvezzi. Dedicated to the 
Serenissimo Ferdinand the Second Great Duke of Tuscany, trans. Richard Baker (London: Printed by Edward 
Griffin, for R. and T. Whitaker, 1642); Bedenkingen over Corn. Tacitus, en proefstukken van historie, trans. 
Mattheus Smallegange (Amsterdam: Van Waesberge en zonen, 1680). 
9 ‘Percioche l’uno haverà solo veduto, ed udito le cose de suoi tempi, e l’altro haverà lette tutte le cose 
principali, che si sono fatte dal principio del mondo fino a questi giorni’. Virgilio Malvezzi, Discorsi sopra 
Cornelio Tacito, del conte Virgilio Malvezzi, al serenissimo Ferdinando II (Venice: M. Ginammi, 1622), f. 2 
(dedication to the Ferdinand II, Grand Duke of Tuscany). 
10 ‘Ne tempi nostri’; ‘le cose che racconta sono attioni di principi.’ Ibid., f. 2v. 
11 Carlo Cesare Malvasia, Felsina pittrice: vite de pittori Bolognesi (Bologna: Barbieri, 1678), 38, 40, 70, 84, 
147, 205, 210, 406–7; Shaw, ‘Estudio preliminar’, ii; Calef, ‘Alcune fonti manoscritte’, 78. See also Andreas 
Henning et al., Captured Emotions: Baroque Painting in Bologna, 1575-1725 (Los Angeles, C.A.: J. Paul Getty 
Museum, 2008), viii–ix. 
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acquaintance in the Bolognese art scene was the classicist painter Guido Reni (1575-1642), who 

created the frontispieces of the original editions of Il Romulo (1629) and Ritratto (1635).12 

Although in his later life Malvezzi became an active patron of the arts, in the 1620s his financial 

situation did not allow him to spend money on the arts. It was partly out of pecuniary motives 

that Virgilio followed the family tradition and entered Spanish military service. Malvezzi joined 

the 1625 campaign of the Duke of Feria, governor of Milan, and was present at the siege of 

Verrua before contracting an illness and returning to Bologna in October.13 His military 

experience, however short, did bring him the friendship of the Duke of Feria, to whom he later 

dedicated Tarquinio Superbo (1632).  Back in Bologna, Malvezzi entered public office. At the 

death of his father in 1627 he inherited the title of senator along with Castel Guelfo and its 

responsibilities, and in 1629 he was elected gonfaloniere of justice, a prestigious post in the 

government of Italian Renaissance cities. 

Malvezzi’s literary production slowed down during the years after the publication of the 

Discorsi. He did present a discourse at the Academy of the cardinal-prince Maurice of Savoy 

during a visit to Rome from June 1624 until early 1625 where, as a guest of the Pallavicino 

family, he was introduced to many prominent intellectuals of his time.14 Sometime between 

1626 and 1629 Malvezzi wrote the political biography ‘Vita di Numa’, which was never 

published. His definite breakthrough as a writer of moral and political prose was Il Romulo, 

which first appeared in Bologna in 1629.15  This small book recounts the life of Romulus, from 

his birth to the founding and early history of Rome up until his death. The chronology of events 

serves as a frame that connects a series of general rules about morality and politics. Malvezzi’s 

description of the relations between the Romans and the Sabines, for instance, introduces a 

digression on whether or not it is politically profitable to remember injuries, and aphorism-like 

generalities such as ‘to overcome a people, is not knowing how to profit from a victory; to create 

subjects, and not knowing how to keep them in devotion, is a waste of men, and of time.’16 Il 

Romulo became an international bestseller: during the 1630s, an average of two editions 

appeared every year in various European countries. The Italian Romulo was reprinted thirteen 

                                                            
12 José Luis Colomer, ‘Peinture, histoire antique et “scienza nuova” entre Rome et Bologne: Virgilio 
Malvezzi et Guido Reni’, in Poussin et Rome: actes du colloque à l’Académie de France à Rome et à la 
Bibliotheca Hertziana, 16-18 novembre 1994, ed. Olivier Bonfait (Paris: Réunion des musées nationaux, 
1996). Malvezzi’s friends in the literary scene included Claudio Achillini and especially Giovanni Battista 
Manzini. Calef, ‘Alcune fonti manoscritte’, 78–9. 
13 Bulletta, ‘Per la biografia di Virgilio Malvezzi’, 639; Calef, ‘Alcune fonti manoscritte’, 79. 
14 Bulletta, ‘Per la biografia di Virgilio Malvezzi’, 640, 638. 
15 ‘Vita di Numa’ survives in two manuscript versions, one held by the Biblioteca Casanatense (ms. 2611, 
fols. 2r-17r) and the other by the British Library (Add. Ms. 20028, fols. 148r-166r). Bulletta, 640. 
16 ‘Il vincere i populi, e non sapersi della vittoria profittare; il fare de’ soggeti, e non potergli in divotione 
tenere, è un perdimento d`huomini, e di tempo.’ Virgilio Malvezzi, Il Romulo, del marchese Virgilio Malvezzi 
(Bologna: C. Ferroni, 1629), 54. 
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times during the seventeenth century in Italy and beyond.17 The Spanish author Francisco de 

Quevedo was the first to translate the book in 1632 (three reissues)18 and the Spanish version 

was followed by translations into Latin (1636, three reissues)19, English (1637, two reissues)20, 

German (1638, one reissue)21, Dutch (1638, two reissues)22, and French (1645).23 

After the success of Il Romulo, Malvezzi’s reputation as a political writer was established. 

Once more in Rome in 1630, he read another discourse at the Savoy Academy, and shortly after 

his return to Bologna he published Il Tarquinio Superbo. Another series of aphoristic 

observations knitted into the life of a Roman king, Il Tarquinio was often published together with 

Il Romulo, for example in the English and Dutch translations. As an individual work it appeared 

six times in Italian, twice in Spanish, once in Latin and thrice in French.24 In 1634 Davide 

perseguitato appeared, sequences from the Old Testament again embedded in digressions on 

morality and politics. Although more devotional in tone, the form of Davide was very similar to 

the biographies of the Roman kings. The work was received with critical acclaim, and Malvezzi 

                                                            
17 The first Bolognese edition of Il Romulo, del marchese Virgilio Malvezzi (Bologna: C. Ferroni, 1629) was 
followed by the following ones: Macerata: Salvioni, 1632; Venice, 1633; The Hague: C. de Muliers, 1633; 
Milan: G. Cerri, 1634; Geneva: F. Alberto, 1635; Venice and Naples: G. Matarozzi, 1635; Bracciano: A. Fei, 
1636; Venice: A. Baba, 1639; Geneva: F. Alberto, 1647; Venice: G. Bortoli, 1656; Venice: A. Baba, 1683. 
18 El Romulo, trans. Francisco de Quevedo Villegas (Milan: Malatesta, 1632); El Romulo, trans. Francisco de 
Quevedo Villegas (Naples: Egidius Longius, 1635); El Rómulo, del Marques Virgilio Malvezzi, trans. 
Francisco de Quevedo (Tortosa: Francisco Martorell, 1636); Las obras, David perseguido, Romulo, y 
Tarquino, trans. Francisco de Quevedo (Lisbon: Paulo Craesbeeck, 1648). 
19 Virgilii Malvezzi Marchionis Princeps, eiusque arcana: in Vita Romuli repræsentata, trans. Johannes 
Kruuss (Leiden: Elzevier, 1636); Romulus & Tarquinius Superbus: quorum ille principis iste tyranni rara 
doctrina exhibet ideam (Frankfurt: Serlinus, 1656); Romulus et Tarquinius superbus (Frankfurt: s.n., 1666); 
Virgilii Malvezzii Romulus et Tarquinius superbus: quorum ille principis iste tyranni rara doctrina exhibet 
ideam (Frankfurt: Serlin and Fickwirt, 1666). 
20 Romulus and Tarquin. First Written in Italian by the Marques Virgilio Malvezzi: And Now Taught English, 
by HCL., trans. Henry Monmouth (London: Printed by John Haviland for John Benson, 1637), reprinted in 
1638; Romulus, and Tarquin, trans. Henry Monmouth (London: Humphrey Moseley, 1648). 
21 Leben Romuli Königs in Rom (Zerbst: s.n., 1638); Der Romulus, und Tarquinius der Hoffertige. Das ist: Das 
Leben Des Ersten und Letzten Königs der Römer, ed. Ludwig Fürst Anhalt-Köthen (Zerbst: Andreas Betzel, 
1647). 
22 Den opgang ende ondergang der koningen en princen ... door het leven van Romulus en̄ Tarquinius, trans. 
Charles de Muliers (Haarlem: s.n., 1638); Den verre-kijcker der princen: door het leven van Romulus 
ontdeckende alderley materien van staete, trans. Charles de Muliers (Gouda: Willem van der Hoeve, 1651); 
Historisch-polityke werken des markgraefs Virgil Malvezzi: vol ongemeene, heerlijke en christelijke regelen 
van staet, trans. Mattheus Smallegange (Amsterdam: Joannes Janssonius van Waesberge en zonen, 1679). 
23 Le Romulus du marquis de Malvezzi, avec des considérations politiques et morales sur sa vie (Paris: J. Le 
Bouc, 1645). 
24 First Bolognese edition: Il Tarquinio Superbo (Bologna: C. Ferroni, 1632). Reissues: The Hague: A. 
Tongerloo, 1634; Venice: A. Baba, 1635, reprint 1636; Geneva: P. Alberto, 1636, reprint 1647; In Spanish: 
El Tarquino soberbio del Marques Virgilio Malvezzi, trans. Antonio Pedrosa (Milan: Giovanni Malatesta, 
1633); Tarquino el Sobervio, trans. Francisco Bolle Pintaflor (Madrid: Imprenta Real, 1635); In Latin: 
Virgilii Malvezzi Marchionis Princeps, eiusque arcana; In French: Tarquin le superbe, avec des considérations 
politiques et morales sur les principaux événements de sa vie, trans. Charles de Vion (Paris: J. le Bouc, 1644); 
Reflexions sur la vie de Tarquin dernier Roy de Rome, trans. Louis de Benoist (Avignon: Ican Piot, 1646), 
reprint 1650. 
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was praised for his attempt to reconcile politics and piety.25 Like the two previous works, Davide 

was issued and reissued in many European languages.26 

While Malvezzi’s star as an author was rising, his position in Bologna became 

increasingly precarious. Since his return from Siena he had regularly been involved in 

sometimes violent disorders involving other Bolognese noble families. One of these had ended in 

the apprehension and banishment of some of Malvezzi’s clients by the papal legate Bernardino 

Spada in 1629.27  Another incident escalated in 1630 as Malvezzi and his men went to see the 

live elephant on show in the town hall and found their view blocked by the seventeen-year-old 

Count Francesco Piccolomini. When he refused to move out of the way, Malvezzi, according to a 

witness, ‘lifting his right arm gave him a smack in the face.’28 A duel followed, and the ensuing 

feud between the two families lasted until June 1638, when Malvezzi sent formal apologies to 

the Piccolomini from Madrid.29 A conflict with the Malvasia family resulted in two casualties in 

the summer of 1631, and prompted the newly appointed papal legate Santacroce to banish 

Malvezzi from Bologna. His exile lasted two years, although from the summer of 1632 Malvezzi 

was merely confined to his home Castel Guelfo and allowed to move around on the estate. He 

spent this time writing and revising Davide.30 By 1634 Malvezzi was free to return to Bologna, 

but within a year his nephews Ludovico and Sigismondo caused yet another disturbance as a 

result of a feud with the Ghislieri family. In the summer of 1635 these young Malvezzi marched 

to the Ghislieri villa and forced the head of the family to escape hidden in a sack of flour. For the 

papal legate this was the last straw, and he proceeded to confiscate Castel Guelfo.31 

As his position in Bologna crumbled, Malvezzi turned towards Spain for support. His 

protector the Duke of Feria had died in February 1634, and he dedicated Davide Perseguitato 

                                                            
25 Pallavicino to Malvezzi, s.d., ASB Aldobrandino-Malvezzi, 6, unfoliated. 
26 First Bolognese edition: Virgilio Malvezzi, Davide perseguitato (Bologna: Giacomo Monti, 1634). Other 
editions in the Italian vernacular: Geneva: P. Auberto 1636, reprint 1647; Ascoli: M. Salvioni, 1636; Venice: 
G. Sarzina, 1636; Venice: Bortoli, 1656; In Spanish: David perseguido ... traducido de Toscano en Español 
Castellano, trans. Álvaro de Toledo (Milan: Phelipe Chrisolfi, 1635), resissues Barcelona: P. Lacavalleria, 
1636 and Tortosa: F. Martorell, 1636; David perseguido ... traducele de Italiano un Religioso de la Orden de 
Clerigos Regulares (Madrid: Imprenta Real, 1635). Also included in the 1648 translation by Quevedo: Las 
obras, David perseguido, Romulo, y Tarquino. In Latin: Virgilii Malvezii Marchionis Persecutio Davidis: 
Politice tractata (Leiden: Livius, 1636), reprints in 1643 and 1650; Virgilii Malvezzi Marchionis Persecutio 
Davidis: Politice tractata (Leiden: Livius, 1640); Virgilio Malvezzi, Historia Politica, de Persecutione Davidis: 
variis considerationibus prudenter concinnata (Leiden: Leffen, 1660). In English: Il Davide Perseguitato: 
David Persecuted, trans. Robert Ashley (London: Printed by John Haviland for Thomas Knight, 1637). 
Reissues by Humphrey Mosely in 1647, 1648 and 1650. In German: Der Verfolgte David, trans. Wilhelm 
von Kalcheim Lohausen (Rostock: M. Meder, 1638), reissue Köthen: Fürstliche Drückerei, 1643. In Dutch: 
Historisch-polityke werken; Shaw, ‘Estudio preliminar’, xi. 
27 Bulletta, ‘Per la biografia di Virgilio Malvezzi’, 641–42; Calef, ‘Alcune fonti manoscritte’, 80–82. 
28 ‘Signor Marchese Virgilio alzando il braccio dritto con la mano diede uno schiaffo in faccia al d.o giovane 
Piccolomini’. Calef, ‘Alcune fonti manoscritte,’ 86. 
29 Shaw, ‘Estudio preliminar’, xii–xiii. 
30 Malvezzi, Lettere a Fabio Chigi, 24–39; Calef, ‘Alcune fonti manoscritte’, 88–98, 343–44. 
31 Calef, ‘Alcune fonti manoscritte’, 345–47. 
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directly to King Philip IV of Spain, explaining to Fabio Chigi how he hoped for Spanish assistance 

in his attempts to recover Castel Guelfo.32 In 1635 he published Il Ritratto del privato politico 

cristiano, again dedicated to Philip IV and commonly characterized as a eulogy of the Count-

Duke of Olivares.33 Guido Reni created its frontispiece (Image 5). In the background it shows an 

ark floating on calm water and a dove carrying an olive branch, while the foreground displays a 

shore littered with naked corpses and a raven picking at them. The scene referred to a passage 

in Ritratto where Malvezzi compared the Count-Duke of Olivares to a dove carrying an olive 

branch. Olivares never sought war, unlike the other rulers of Europe, who, like the raven, 

perpetually lived among cadavers.34 Noah’s Ark, navigating the desolate landscape after the 

Flood, constituted a moral allegory of the Count-Duke, whose political wisdom would save the 

Spanish ark from drowning in the flood of Protestantism that inundated Europe. Il Ritratto was 

quickly translated into Spanish and attracted the attention of the Count-Duke himself.35 He 

awarded Malvezzi a soldier’s pension and invited him to Madrid. Not awaiting the consequences 

of yet another impertinence of his clients against a papal official, Virgilio Malvezzi left Bologna.36 

 

 

                                                            
32 Malvezzi, Lettere a Fabio Chigi, 38. 
33 The Italian original appeared in Bologna, Naples, Macerata, Venice and Milan in the same year: Virgilio 
Malvezzi, Il ritratto del privato politico christiano: estratto dall’originale d’alcune attioni del conte duca di S. 
Lucar (Bologna: Giacomo Monti, 1635); Macerata: H. del Salvioni and A. Grisei; Naples: G. Bove; Venice: G. 
Sarzina; Milan: C. Ferrandi. 
34 Virgilio Malvezzi, Ritratto del privato politico christiano (Bologna: Giacomo Monti, 1635), 18-22. 
35 Virgilio Malvezzi, Retrato del privado christiano politico: deducido de las acciones del Conde Duque, trans. 
Francisco de Balboa y Paz (Naples: Ottavio Beltrano, 1635). See e.g. José Luis Colomer, ‘El Conde de la 
Roca y el Marqués Virgilio Malvezzi. Dos diplomáticos panegiristas del Conde Duque de Olivares’. In Por 
discreto y por amigo. Mélanges offerts à Jean Canavaggio, eds Cristophe Couderc and Benoît Pellistrandi 
(Madrid: Casa de Velázquez, 2005), 513–34. 
36 Shaw, ‘Estudio preliminar’, xii–xiii. 
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Image 5: Virgilio Mavezzi, Il ritratto del privato politico christiano: estratto dall'originale d'alcune attioni del 
conte duca di S. Lucar (Bologna: Giacomo Monti), frontispiece after Guido Reni. 
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Spanish service 

Malvezzi arrived in Madrid in 1636, at the age of 40. According to the friendly mocking of 

Francisco de Quevedo, an admirer of his work, Malvezzi made a sickly impression: ‘his main 

occupation is to ask for food and take care of himself, and I laugh heartily at him, because he 

does not drink water, which he says kills him; nor wine because it destroys him; nor meat, 

because he cannot digest it; nor bread because he cannot chew it, and he is so delicate he looks 

like the skeleton of a lampoon.’37 But his perpetually poor health notwithstanding, Malvezzi 

appears to have been at ease in Madrid. He mastered the Spanish language professionally and 

even called himself a ‘hispanized Italian’, although he continued to write and edit his political 

prose in Italian and employ translators for its conversion into Castilian.38 Looking back on his 

arrival in Spain in the preface to his Historia de Felipe III, he declared that he had found ‘every 

beach a harbour; every star benevolent; the soil a friend, the sun favourable, the heavens 

fortunate. Here I have enjoyed peaceful days, secure leisure and rewarded studies.’39 

The principal intention of Olivares in bringing Malvezzi to the court was to employ him 

as royal historian.40 Malvezzi indeed wrote to Chigi that within days after his arrival, the Count-

Duke during a ride in his carriage asked him to write the history of the monarchy, on a salary of 

3000 scudi a year and an additional 1500 scudi to buy a house.41 The resulting Historia della 

Monarchia became a seven-volume work, of which the last three have been lost. For reasons 

unknown, volumes 1 and 2 were printed in a private edition of only twelve copies, and the 

manuscripts of volumes 3 and 4 were discovered and published only in the 1960s.42 Although 

Olivares undoubtedly meant to utilize Malvezzi’s stylistic dexterity in his project of enhancing 

the monarchy’s reputation, Malvezzi rapidly became more than just another one of the Count-

Duke’s ‘hired pens’. Court diaries reported their closeness, and Malvezzi boasted to Chigi that 

Olivares sought his company almost daily. A considerable number of surviving notes from the 

Count-Duke’s secretaries that announce that a carriage was on its way to fetch Malvezzi, or 

                                                            
37 ‘Su ocupación es pedir de comer y curarse, que yo río con él mucho, porque no bebe agua, que dice que 
le mata; ni vino porque le destruye; ni carne, porque no la puede digerir; ni pan porque no lo puede 
morder, y está tan flaco que parece essqueleto de cohete’. Luis Astrana Mariń, La vida turbulenta de 
Quevedo (Madrid, 1945), 423, op. cit. Shaw, ‘Estudio preliminar,’ xiv; Quevedo for example expressed his 
admiration in the prologue of his translation of Il Romulo: Malvezzi, El Romulo, 1632. 
38 ‘Sono Italiano, ma Italiano Spagnolato.’ BL Add. Ms. 20028, Lettere del Marchese Virgilio Malvezzi, f. 23-
24, op. cit. José Luis Colomer, “‘Esplicar los grandes hechos de Vuestra Magestad”: Virgilio Malvezzi 
historien de Philippe IV’, in Repubblica e virtù: pensiero politico e monarchia cattolica fra XVI e XVIIe secolo, 
eds Chiara Continisio and Cesare Mozzarelli (Rome: Bulzoni, 1995), 45. 
39 ‘Aqui he hallado cada plaia puerto; cada estrella benigna; el suelo amigo, el sol favorable, el cielo 
afortunado. Aqui he goçado los dias serenos, los oçios seguros dixera los estudios premiados.’ Ibid., 66. 
40 Ibid., 46. 
41 Malvezzi, Lettere a Fabio Chigi, 142–44, no. 114, ca. 9 June 1640. After his return to Bologna in 1646, 
Philip IV awarded Malvezzi a pension as cronista real. 
42 Shaw, ‘Estudio preliminar’, xxii. Volume I and II were first published in 1723 by Juan Yáñez y Fajardo, 
who included them in his edition of Memorias para la historia de Felipe III (Madrid, 1723). Donald Shaw 
published volumes III and IV under the title ‘Historia de los primeros años del reinado de Felipe IV’. 
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request his immediate presence at any time of day, seem to confirm this relationship.43 A deep 

Catholicism notwithstanding, Malvezzi and Olivares shared a realistic attitude towards the basic 

principles of politics, influenced by Tacitus and neo-stoicism through the works of Justus Lipsius, 

which were well represented in Olivares’ library (see below).44 

From the year of his arrival, Olivares assigned his newly appointed historian political 

tasks. Malvezzi went on a short mission to Milan in December 1636, took seat in a special junta 

in November 1637 and early in 1639 he was appointed to the Council of War and Navy. Malvezzi 

was present at over twenty meetings of this council, and additionally took a seat in the Great 

Council of State and War twice that year.45 Although Councilor of War was an honourable office 

and Malvezzi’s name appears in the consultas next to the most powerful men of the realm, the 

responsibilities of the Council of War mainly encompassed military facilities and logistics. 

Decisions about strategy, war and peace, or crucial military appointments were made by the 

Council of State. Thus Malvezzi became effectively involved in matters concerning the granting 

of pensions to families of fallen soldiers, overseeing recruitment and provisions or assessing the 

value of gunpowder mills.46 Occasionally the Council of War decided on minor matters of 

strategy, but Malvezzi appears to have taken a back seat during discussions. In consultas in 

which the votes of individual councilors are registered, including their arguments and 

motivations which often amount to more than a page, Malvezzi’s contribution invariably consists 

of a simple ‘the Marquis Virgilio agrees.’47 

Besides fulfilling his duties as a counsellor, advisor and court historian, in 1639 Malvezzi 

produced his first publication since his arrival in Madrid. La Libra, which appeared in Spanish 

under the pseudonym Griulio Vezzalmi, was a defence of Olivares in his disagreements with the 

Admiral of Castile during the aftermath of the victory over the French in Fuenterrabía.48 It was 

criticized, especially by the Admiral of Castile himself. In a carefully composed answer he 

accused Malvezzi of misusing his source material and presenting the Spanish monarchy as if it 

were ruled by the Count-Duke of Olivares instead of by King Philip IV.49 During that same year 

Malvezzi also started working on Sucesos principales en la Monarchia de España en el año 1639. It 

                                                            
43 See Geronimo de Villanueva to Malvezzi, Madrid, 11 January 1637, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 372:18, 
unfoliated; Antonio Carnero to Malvezzi, Madrid, 29 April 1638, ibid.. 
44 José Luis Colomer gives a well-documented analysis of the relationship between Malvezzi and Olivares 
in Colomer, ‘Esplicar Los Grandes Hechos’, passim. 
45 On September 29 and August 4. Consulta Consejo de Estado, 29 September 1639, AGS Estado Leg. 2663. 
46 AGS Guerra y Marina Leg. 1264, passim. Gunpowder mills in Cadiz were discussed on August 18: 
Consulta Consejo de Guerra y Marina, 18 August 1639, AGS Guerra y Marina Leg. 1264. 
47 ‘El Marques Virgilio de conforma’. E.g. Consulta Consejo de Estado, 5 September and 4 August 1639, AGS 
Guerra y Marina, Leg. 1264. 
48 Virgilio Malvezzi, La libra de Grivilio Vezzalmi [pseud.] traducida de Italiano en lengua castellana, pesan 
se las ganancias, y las perdidas de la monarquia de España en el felicissimo reynado de Filipe IV el Grande, 
trans. Vicenzo Bove (Pamplona and Naples: Giacomo Caffaro, 1639). 
49 Juan Enríquez de Cabrera y Colonna, Almirante de Castilla, ‘Respuesta a un libro intitulado La Libra de 
Marques Virgilio Malvezzi, sobre el suceso de Fuenterrabia ano 1638,’ ca 1639, BNE Mss 18660. 
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was partly his role as a historian of the year 1639 that made Olivares decide to put Malvezzi 

forward as a special ambassador to the court of Charles I of England. Malvezzi had ‘particular 

knowledge of the matters to be discussed with that king, since he has been through all the 

papers for the purpose of writing the history on which he is currently engaged.’50 Although the 

embassy took Malvezzi away from Madrid at the inconvenient moment that his history was 

being made ready for publication (see below), it was an honour not to be declined. 

On 20 March 1640, facing a paralysing attack of seasickness, Virgilio Malvezzi set sail for 

London. His mission was designed to secure an alliance with the English against France after 

relations had been strained over the crisis of the Downs, and possibly to seek financial and 

material support for the Spanish fleet. Olivares, however, had underestimated just how 

desperate the position of Charles I by 1640 actually was. When news came through of the 

outbreak of the Catalan and Portuguese revolts, Spain’s position was so severely undermined 

that it was pointless to continue the mission.51 Malvezzi left England in the spring of 1641 to 

enter the entourage of the Cardinal-Infante Ferdinand, governor of Flanders. His primary task 

during his first months in Flanders was to negotiate the allegiance of French noblemen who had 

risen up in rebellion against their king. As royal counselor of war and advisor of Ferdinand, 

Malvezzi was in constant correspondence with officers and diplomats such as Diego de Saavedra 

Fajardo (see Chapter 1) and Francisco de Melo, a Portuguese diplomat and former viceroy of 

Sicily, exchanging information and trading favours.52 Meanwhile he served as an informant and 

counselor of Olivares on matters concerning the Low Countries, and the Count-Duke in turn kept 

Malvezzi up to date about the events at court and the general state of the realm. Olivares deemed 

this of special importance given Malvezzi’s task: 

 

I wish to accomplish, as I proposed, to inform Your Excellence in every letter as well as 

possible about the state in which we find ourselves, for truly the evil, and the good 

improve when one shares them with friends of understanding and good will, and it is 

also advisable to impart [these matters] on him whom His Majesty has chosen to inform 

the world of his royal deeds.53 

                                                            
50 Consulta Consejo de Estado, 17 February 1640, AGS Estado, Leg. 2521. Op. cit. John Elliott, 'The Year of 
the Three Ambassadors,' in History & Imagination: Essays in Honor of H.R. Trevor-Roper, eds Hugh Lloyd-
Jones, Valerie Pearl, and Blair Worden (New York, N.Y.: Holmes & Meier Publishers, 1982), 171. 
51 Elliott, 'The Year of the Three Ambassadors'. 
52 A large number of letters from the years 1640-43 addressed to Malvezzi, including those by Melo and 
Saavedra Fajardo, are preserved in his family archive in Bologna: ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 368-73, passim. 
53 ‘Desseo cumplir con lo que he propuesto de avisar a V.S. por mayor del estado en que nos hallamos con 
cada Correo, que verdaderamente los males, y los bienes se mejoran quando se comunican con amigos de 
entendimiento y de buena voluntad, y tambien es açierto comunicar con quien su Magestad ha elegido 
para que dexe en el mundo noticia de sus Reales acciones’. Gaspar de Guzman, Count-Duke of Olivares to 
Virgilio Malvezzi, 16 June 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 372:19. See for a paper from Malvezzi to Madrid 



 

127 
 

 

Following the untimely death of the Cardinal-Infante in November 1641, Malvezzi first became 

an adviser to the board of interim governors, and later a confidant and private counselor of 

Melo, who was appointed as Ferdinand’s successor. His work ranged from military affairs to 

matters of small-scale diplomacy, both areas in which he had by now gained experience.54 

Critical of Melo, however, Malvezzi advised Philip to look for a more experienced governor, one 

‘who does not get confused by a few businesses.’55  

During the first months of 1643, Malvezzi’s health had deteriorated so severely that he 

was hardly able to walk, let alone be of any assistance to Melo. In the spring he returned to 

Madrid.56 Around that time the Count-Duke of Olivares fell from power, but despite their close 

relationship, Olivares’ disgrace did not damage Malvezzi’s position at court, and Philip IV refused 

to allow Malvezzi to accompany Olivares in his disgrace. His gout finally forced Malvezzi to retire 

to Bologna in the summer of 1645.57 The remainder of his life he spent in his native city, with 

short intervals in Rome, serving in municipal offices and acting as a patron of the arts. Among his 

protégés was Diego de Velázquez, with whom Malvezzi corresponded during Velázquez’ stay in 

Rome.58 The last ten years of his life are mainly documented in Malvezzi’s correspondence with 

the old cardinal Sforza Pallavicino, still one of his closest friends.59 Malvezzi continued writing 

and publishing. In 1648 another political biography appeared, Coriolano y Alcibiade.60 His final 

publication was the introduction to a history of Philip IV that never appeared, the 1651 

Introduttione al racconto dei principali successi accaduti sotto il comando di Filippo IV.61 Virgilio 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
‘Papel del Marques Virgilio Malvezzi sobre los intereses del duque de Lorena’, s.d., ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 
369:9, f. 141-42v. 
54 See for example Malvezzi to Governors of Flanders (minute), 3 December 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 
369:9, f. 129; Malvezzi to Francisco de Melo, 9 September 1642, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 370:12, f. 23; 
Malvezzi to Melo, 9 March 1643, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 370:12, f. 69. 
55 ‘Un Governador experimentado (...) y no se embaraze de pocas cosas como lo es melo’. ‘Informe del 
Marques de Leganes, un incognito, y el Marques Virgilio Malvezzi sobre cosas de Flandes’, ca. 25 August 
1644, AGS Estado Leg. 2252. 
56 Three letters from Malvezzi to Melo, 27 January and 2 March 1643, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 370:12, f. 77,  
65. Malvezzi took his leave of Francisco de Melo in April: Malvezzi to Melo, 6 April 1643, ASB Malvezzi-
Lupari, 372:19. 
57 Shaw, ‘Estudio preliminar’, xv–xvi. 
58 Three letters from Diego de Silva y Velázquez to Malvezzi, 22 November 1649. ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 
369:8, f. 76r-v; 1 February 1650. ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 370:11, f. 1r-v; 30 April 1650, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 
370:11, f. 2. 
59 Clizia Carminati, ‘Il carteggio tra Virgilio Malvezzi e Sforza Pallavicino’, Studi secenteschi 41 (2000): 357–
429. 
60 In Italian: Considerationi con occasione d’alc.i luoghi delle vite d’Alcibiade e di Coriolano (Bologna: 
Giacomo Monti, 1648); Delle vite d’Alcibiade e di Coriolano del marchese Virg. Malvezzi (Geneva: Pierre 
Chouet, 1656). In English: Considerations upon the Lives of Alcibiades and Coriolanus, trans. Robert Gentilis 
(London: Humphrey Moseley, 1650). In Spanish: Alcibiades capitan i ciudadano ateniense: su vida, trans. 
Gregorio Tapia y Salcedo (Madrid: Domingo Garcia y Morras, 1668). In Dutch: Historisch-polityke werken. 
61 Virgilio Malvezzi, Introduttione al racconto de principali successi accaduti sotto il comando del 
potentissimo Re Filippo Quarto: Libro I (Rome: Corbelletti, 1651). 
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Malvezzi died in Bologna on 11 August 1654, aged 59, and was buried in the Church of San 

Giacomo. 

 

II – MORALITY, CIRCUMSTANCE AND THE MAKING OF SUCESOS PRINCIPALES 

 

After the publication of the Discorsi sopra Tacito, Malvezzi’s literary output can be divided into 

moral-political biographies, on the one hand, and historical and political treatises related to the 

Spanish monarchy, on the other. The latter category includes the history of the Spanish 

monarchy in the year 1639 Sucesos principales de la monarquia de España, the Olivares-eulogy 

Ritratto del privato politico, and La Libra. While the political lives have been received with 

critical acclaim, both in Malvezzi’s own time and by modern readers, the histories he wrote at 

the Spanish court have commonly been characterized as propaganda devised to support the 

regime of King Philip IV and the Count-Duke of Olivares.62 However, whereas Malvezzi had been  

enlisted by Olivares to write what Richard Kagan has called official histories, these did not 

automatically qualify as political propaganda. Official historians selected and shifted evidence in 

the construction of their narrative, but they did not willfully invent or distort the past. They 

presented their narratives more like press officers: selective yet accurate, and with a certain 

spin.63 

Although in Clio and the Crown Richard Kagan paid attention to Malvezzi as one of 

Olivares ‘hired pens’, he focused on the more polemic Ritratto and La Libra, and did not discuss 

Sucesos principales.64 This was a missed opportunity, for as this section demonstrates, the book 

quite powerfully supports his principal argument. As we have seen in the last chapter, Kagan has 

been keen to defend official historians against unfavourable contrasts with humanist scholarly 

histories, pointing out that boundaries between official and scholarly history were blurred, that 

official historians could be committed to a search for truth like their scholarly colleagues, and 

that every historian needed to select in order to create a narrative. A closer examination of 

Sucesos principales reveals that in its content, and especially in its construction, it does not 

diverge fundamentally from Malvezzi’s scholarly political lives. Like them, the book was heavily 

influenced by a neo-stoic emphasis on reason and morality. By looking at what Malvezzi did in 

writing Sucesos principales we can understand how he engaged with neo-stoic prose, in which 

moral scrutiny and reason were used to counter the unpredictable nature of politics and human 

behaviour. 

                                                            
62 E.g. Rodolfo Brändli, Virgilio Malvezzi: politico e moralista (Basel: Tipografia del`UZSC, 1964), 31; Shaw, 
‘Estudio preliminar’, xxiii; Silvia Bulletta, Virgilio Malvezzi e la storiografia classica (Milan: Istituto 
Propaganda Libraria, 1995). 
63 Kagan, Clio and the Crown, 4-5. 
64 Ibid., 230-35. 
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Sucesos principales first appeared in Spanish in 1640, but Malvezzi, unhappy with the 

text, in the ensuing year brought out an Italian translation which has become more widely 

known.65 The book describes the military events within the Spanish monarchy during the year 

1639, and its main subject is the war with France. In its subject matter the book thus resembles 

the many relaciones or instant histories of military campaigns, remarkable sieges, accounts of 

royal travels or splendid festivities that regularly appeared in the Spanish monarchy at the time. 

The opening passages of Sucesos principales describe the Spanish invasion of Piedmont under 

the command of Thomas, Prince of Savoy, and Malvezzi pays much attention to the lengthy but 

eventually successful siege of the north-Catalan stronghold Salses. At the time of writing Sucesos 

principales, Malvezzi was a confidant and protégé of Olivares, and the book presents the Spanish 

monarchy in an unquestionably favourable light, downplaying failure and depicting political 

events in a streamlined fashion that seems far removed from reality. Unlike the political 

histories, which according to Kagan were intended for domestic readership, Sucesos principales 

also had success beyond the borders of the Spanish monarchy throughout the seventeenth 

century.66 The Italian translation went through several reprints in Italy and Switzerland during 

the 1640s and ’50s, English translations appeared in 1647 and 1680, and Sucesos principales 

even appeared in the Dutch Republic under the title Proefstukken van historie of bysondre 

voorvallen in de monarchie van Spaenjen.67 

This section first examines Malvezzi’s attempts at uniting general wisdoms about politics 

and morality with the random realities of war and politics by discussing Sucesos principales in 

the context of his earlier oeuvre and contemporary moral-political prose. It then follows the 

creation and publication of Sucesos principales making use of a newly uncovered manuscript 

notebook preserved in the Malvezzi family archive which upon close examination has turned out 

to be a very early draft of Sucesos principales.68 With his neo-stoic prose designed for a 

contingent world, Malvezzi captured a tone and discourse on politics, morality and the state that 

caught on internationally. His oeuvre found its way onto bookshelves in all parts of the Spanish 

monarchy, England, the Dutch Republic, Switzerland, the Holy Roman Empire and France. 

 

                                                            
65 See the preface to the Italian edition of 1641. Virgilio Malvezzi, Successi principali della monarchia, di 
Spagna nell’ anno 1639 (Antwerp: Plantin, 1641), 6. 
66 See Kagan, Clio and the Crown, 221, 294-95 and passim. 
67 Besides the edtions already quoted, see Successi principali della monarchia di Spagna nell’ anno 1639 
(Bologna: Giacomo Monti, 1651); Successi principali della monarchia si Spagna nell’anno 1639 (Geneva: 
Pierre Chouet, 1656); Opere historiche e politiche del sig. marchese Virg. Malvezzi, nuovamente raccolte 
insieme (Geneva: Pierre Chouet, 1656); Proefstukken van historie of bysondre voorvallen in de monarchie 
van Spaenjen op het jaer 1639, trans. Mattheus Smallegange (Amsterdam: Joannes Janssonius van 
Waesberge en zonen, 1680). 
68 Virgilio Malvezzi, ‘Notebook for Successi Principali della Monarchia di Spagna n.a. 1639’, n.d., ASB 
Malvezzi-Lupari, 371:15, unfoliated. As far as I can tell, this manuscript has never been connected to the 
published versions of Sucesos principales. 
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The moral and reasonable monarchy 

When Malvezzi wrote the Sucesos principales early in 1640, his presence at court and 

conversations with Olivares informed him of the harsh realities of governing a state at war. He 

was present at meetings of the Great Council where letters were discussed from officers trying 

to sustain the siege of Salses in September 1639 under conditions of intense deprivation. Ships 

bearing reinforcements had failed to arrive because of terrible rains, and on 23 September the 

Count of Santa Coloma wrote to his general the Marquis of Villafranca that food and ammunition 

were running low, and that ‘added to this the illness, and the desertion and ultimately the 

factional strife have greatly diminished this army, and thus it is essential that your excellence 

sends us half of the men of the fleet, for if not, a disaster is likely to happen upon us.’69 

Villafranca, receiving similar pleas from several officers simultaneously, sent copies to Madrid, 

‘begging your excellence on my knees that he tell me what I should do.’70 

From the records which remain of Malvezzi’s work as a counsellor in the year 1639 it 

seems that he had been able to use some of his first-hand knowledge in writing Sucesos 

principales. This included factual information about supplies and military forces, such as the 

exact numbers of ships and soldiers commanded by Don Lope de Ozes and the Marquis of 

Valparaiso during an operation in June.71 Most events Malvezzi had witnessed made it into the 

book, but they did so only in adjusted form. In the otherwise quite faithful rendition of the siege 

of Salses, Santa Coloma’s mention of factional strife within the army was left out: ‘The country 

people began to retire home (…) whereonto adding the necessary retreat of many sick and 

wounded men, the dearth of fodder, and the doubtful provision of food, the army was so 

decreased, that he [the Marquis of Villafranca] was forced to represent onto His Majesty the 

danger of forsaking the siege.’72  Malvezzi proceeded to explain the motivations of Philip IV in 

sending ships to Salses as reinforcement, instead of sending them to Venice, even though he had 

previously promised them to Ambassador Contarini to aid in the protection against the 

Ottomans. According to Malvezzi, the king categorically refused to break his word, but 

conveniently the Venetians ‘wisely bought their peace’ with the Ottomans and freed Philip from 

his promise.73 In the original consulta the promise to the Venetians was passed over quickly, and 

it seemed to have been Malvezzi who filled in the motivations. 

                                                            
69 ‘Con esta las enfermedades, y las huydas y ultimamente estas dos facciones, an desminuydo mucho este 
exerzitto, y assi es prezisso que V.E. nos aga mitad, de la gente de la Armada que si no, es muy contingente 
un mal suzesso’. Count of Santa Coloma to Marquis of Villafranca, 23 September 1639, in Consulta Consejo 
de Guerra y Marina, 29 September 1639, AGS Estado, Leg. 2663. 
70 ‘Suplico a V.E. de rodillas me mande dezir lo que he de hazer’. Marquis of Villafranca to Consejo de 
Estado, 25 September 1639, ibid.. 
71 Consulta Consejo de Guerra y Marina, 16 June 1639, ASG Guerra y Marina, Leg. 1264. Malvezzi, Chiefe 
Events, 34–35. 
72 Malvezzi, Chiefe Events, 152. 
73 Ibid., 157. 
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As a counsellor of war, Malvezzi had the responsibility of settling discord and 

administering justice over the military. One of the cases brought before the council in his 

presence concerned a dispute between admirals Martin Carlos de Mencos and Andres de 

Nicolao, stationed in the port of Cartagena, which had ended with Mencos injuring Nicolao’s face 

with his dagger. Mencos had been apprehended and despite intervention (‘In the present time it 

is convenient not to disgrace a person of this quality, service and experience such as Don Martin 

Carlos, there being also other examples of businesses even more severe in which one was let 

off’), his military career came to an end.74 It should not surprise us that Malvezzi did not include 

fighting officers in his celebratory history of the Spanish monarchy. The general image of the 

monarchy he constructed, however, was not one of invulnerability: Malvezzi never attempted to 

hide hardships and deprivations, or setbacks inflicted by fortune. What he did carefully omit 

were any signs of irrational internal discord or the suggestion that king and government would 

rank pragmatic considerations higher than ethical ones, for example in failing to keep a promise. 

From Malvezzi’s transforming his personal experience into a political narrative, an image 

emerges of the Spanish monarchy as a powerful but peaceful state driven to war by motives of 

pure reason and necessity. We can understand this, as we will see shortly, in the context of his 

other works, but how did he manage to create such an idealized image from the experience and 

memory of constant crisis management? Was he lying through his teeth? I believe it is necessary 

to keep in mind two contexts. First, what Malvezzi did in a way was to transform his personal 

memory into a myth, yet without abandoning the rules of historical practice. As Judith Pollmann 

has pointed out, it was not uncommon in the early modern period for these different ways of 

engaging with the past to be closely interrelated and interdependent.75 Second, Malvezzi was 

writing during a period that Kagan called the ‘political turn’ in Spanish official history writing, 

encouraged in a systematic manner by Philip IV and the Count-Duke of Olivares in the 1630s and 

1640s.76 This turn was part of a Europe-wide trend in which history was politicized and even 

militarized. Favouring contemporary history as a subject, this political history was mostly 

defined by its utility in recruiting support for state policies among domestic audiences. 

Malvezzi’s position made him more than just another one of Olivares’ trusted publicists, but the 

climate at court would certainly have encouraged him to select from his memory and the 

historical record those facts that fit the image of a strong and righteous monarchy. 

The result was that in Sucesos principales, at every mention of Spanish military activity, 

Malvezzi elaborately described the circumstances by which it had been provoked. In the case of 

                                                            
74 ‘En el tiempo presente convenia no embarazar persona de tanta calidad, servicios y experiençia como la 
de Don Martin Carlos aviendo tambien otros exemplares de negocios aun mas asperos a que se â hallado 
salida.’ Consulta Consejo de Guerra y Marina, 16 September 1639, AGS Guerra y Marina, Leg. 1296. 
75 Pollmann, Memory in Early Modern Europe, 138. 
76 Kagan, Clio and the Crown, 207. 
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Piedmont, betrayal and the obligation to set an example had made intervention inevitable, and 

Malvezzi rhetorically asked what ‘rational man’ and ‘politician’ would not have done the same.77 

In Malvezzi’s descriptions, all of the monarchy’s decisions were made through civilized debates 

between ‘wise men.’78 During military campaigns or meetings of the Council of State, officers and 

councilors rationally deliberated on their next move, and if they did not all agree initially, they 

invariably reached consensus after calmly hearing all the arguments and considering the likely 

consequences of the maxims of state that applied to that particular situation.79 

 

Morality and circumstance 

Malvezzi attempted to make sense of the events of 1639 by presenting the monarchy within a 

frame of morality and rationality that was quite different from the reality of crisis management 

he experienced daily at court. The wisdom and moral excellence of the Spanish statesmen that 

Malvezzi portrayed, however, were entirely dependent on the propriety of their behaviour 

within the context of specific circumstances. In ‘Vita di Numa’, the life of the king that succeeded 

Romulus, Malvezzi treated morality and political acumen in a similar manner in a Roman 

setting.80 Malvezzi, for instance, emphasized that the type of rule appropriate for a certain 

people depended on specific circumstances. Thus, ‘rough people’ like the Romans needed to be 

ruled by a king, especially at that point in their history, for ‘a republic is a nice thing, but the 

times did not allow it, the persons involved could not bear it, and the opportunity did not require 

it.’81 Numa professed reluctance to accept the kingship offered to him because he believed that 

those qualities that within his private circle counted as moral virtues would in a king of Rome be 

perceived as vice.82 In Il Romulo, Malvezzi along the same lines implied that morality could not 

be separated from its context, for ‘one cannot know virtue when she is alone.’83 

Malvezzi emphasized the political importance of being able to understand the specific 

needs of the moment, and in the case of Numa ‘it was a great felicity for Rome to fall into the 

                                                            
77 Malvezzi, Chiefe Events, 27–28. See also 26. 
78 E.g. Malvezzi, Successi principali, 27, 152–53, 245. 
79 For examples of discussions in the field or at court, where arguments and counter-arguments are 
presented, see Malvezzi, 32; 36-38; 88; 185-90. For the speech in the Council, see 94-140. 
80 Virgilio Malvezzi, ‘Vita di Numa Pompilio, descrita dal Signore Marchese Virgilio Malvezzi’, Biblioteca 
Casanatense, 2611, f. 2-17. Written around the same time as Il Romulo, it was never published, for no 
apparent reason. Presenting Numa as a cunning king who introduced institutionalized religion into the 
newborn city of Rome for reasons that were practical rather than pious, perhaps it was too reminiscent of 
Machiavelli’s controversial depiction of this king: ‘Numa, finding the people ferocious and desiring to 
reduce them to civic obedience by means of arts of peace, turned to religion as the instrument necessary 
above all others for the maintenance of a civilized state’. Niccolò Machiavelli, The Discourses, ed. Bernard 
Crick, trans. Leslie Walker (London: Penguin, 2002), I.2, 130. 
81 ‘Popoli rozzi’; ‘Bella cosa la republica; ma non la vuole il tempo, no la possono le persone, no la ricerca 
l’occasione.’ Malvezzi, ‘Vita di Numa’, f. 4. 
82 Ibid., f. 10. 
83 ‘La virtù quando è sola non si conosce.’ Malvezzi, Il Romulo, 92. 
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hands of a king who out of necessity directed them towards what was necessary.’84 Numa was 

prepared to avail himself of deception in order to achieve his ends, which eventually served the 

best interest of the commonwealth. He did not hesitate to feign miracles in the process of 

instituting laws and religion in Rome, a city that in its recent history had proven ‘to have no God 

but interest.’85 Numa had been greatly skilled in confronting the challenges that accompanied 

ruling a state composed of several different peoples, for Rome was ‘a city constructed out of 

multiple cities, born with the envy of all, grown without affection from anyone.’86 The only way 

to achieve peace and quiet in such a complex composite state was to make everyone adapt to the 

ways of their ruler. Religious diversity would mean its downfall, for ‘nothing ruins a city more 

easily than allowing others to enter it with a new religion, which is hardly without exception 

followed by chaos.’87 

Malvezzi’s advocacy of dissimulation as a strategy of statecraft, provided it was directed 

towards the common good, was clearly influenced by Lipsius’ Politica. The general emphasis on 

morality in his political prose, however, is best understood against the background of a revival of 

stoicism within contemporary Europe, in which Lipsius’ De Constantia (1585) was a leading 

influence. The rediscovery of stoic philosophy has often been connected to the sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century religious discord and (civil) wars because it proposed moral scrutiny and 

reason as means to manage the social and political troubles of the age.88 The two major figures in 

the diffusion of neo-stoic ideas, Justus Lipsius and Michel de Montaigne, themselves wrote in the 

midst of the sixteenth-century turmoil in the Low Countries and France.  

Montaigne in his Essays (1580-95) demonstrated in a diverse series of anecdotes that 

universal truth was not appropriate for human faculties, and that absolutely held moral and 

religious values would lead only to destruction in society. Instead, man could reflect on his 

experience, which trained man’s good judgment. Rational judgment in turn was essential in 

distinguishing the morally good from the bad in a world where human behaviour and its 

outcome were overwhelmingly dependent upon custom.89 In De Constantia, Lipsius used the 

                                                            
84 ‘Fù gran felicità di Roma cascare in mano d’un Rè che per necessità l’indirizzasse à che haveva 
necessità.’ Malvezzi, ‘Vita di Numa’, f. 12v. 
85 ‘Non haver altro Dio che l’interesse.’ Malvezzi, Il Romulo, f. 10. 
86 ‘(...) una Città di molte Città fabbricata, con invidia di tutti nata, senza affezione di nessuno cresciuta.’ 
Ibid., f. 6v. 
87 ‘Non è cosa che sia più facile à rovinare una Città che lasciar luogo altrui d’entrarvi con nuova religione, 
la quale vien quasi sempre seguitata da tumulto.’ Ibid., f. 13v. 
88 Burke, ‘Tacitism, Scepticism, and Reason of State’; Jeremy Robbins, ‘Politics, Knowledge and Scepticism’, 
Bulletin of Spanish Studies 82, no. 8 (2005): 94–95. See also Morford, Stoics and Neostoics. 
89 Marc Foglia, ‘Michel de Montaigne’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2014 Edition), ed. 
Edward N. Zalta, URL= http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2014/entries/montaigne/. See also Jeremy 
Robbins, ‘Neostoicism, Value Judgement and Moral Perception’, Bulletin of Spanish Studies 82:8 (2005), 39, 
53. Montaigne’s relativism was closely related to travel. Travel and travel accounts, as well as reading 
history, served to augment experience by first- or second-hand observing of different customs, languages 
and religions. Expanding his knowledge in this manner, man could exercise his judgement, which 
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ethical doctrines of stoicism to give practical advice in hard times. In his quest for freedom of the 

mind and peacefulness of the soul in a troubled world, Lipsius argued that trials were sent by 

God and that it was the duty of a Christian to suffer them patiently.90 The right way to find 

tranquility was through constancy, ‘a right and immovable strength of mind, neither lifted up 

nor pressed down with external or casual accidents.’ The true mother of constancy was patience, 

‘a voluntary sufferance, without grudging, of all things whatsoever can happen to or in a man’, 

and constancy led the way to tranquility, ‘the means that will make one free from hope and fear 

(… ) subject only to God and free from the yoke of fortune and emotions.’91  

In the Spanish monarchy, as we have seen in the first chapter, Lipsius was widely read.92 

Both the Politica and De Constantia had enormous success, according to Roger Stradling, because 

‘Lipsian writing (…) presented a Christian version of stoicism which (in effect if not in intention) 

issued in a flexibly secular pragmatism.’93 The city of Seville became the principal centre of 

Lipsian neo-stoic learning during the first decades of the seventeenth century. This intellectual 

environment also formed the Count-Duke of Olivares, who, as we shall see in the next chapter, 

quoted De Constantia in his state papers.94 Malvezzi’s oeuvre bears a clear mark from both of 

Lipsius’ principal works. In Sucesos principales especially, he emphasized the neo-stoic morality 

with which the monarchy met the continuous adversities and political contingencies, namely 

with resignation and patience. According to Malvezzi, Numa’s major virtue had been constancy: 

experienced in ‘divine and human matters’, he was a constant man who knew how to curb his 

passions.95 Circumstances were of prime importance in all Malvezzi’s works, for these 

determined the moral quality of human and political behaviour. And in Numa’s and Romulus’ 

time as well as in 1639, these circumstances were often characterized by necessity.  

Considering its background and engagement with contemporary moral-political 

discourse, we can note continuity between the writings that earned Malvezzi acclaim among 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
eventually helped distinguish good from bad. Montaigne himself undertook a journey to Italy in 1580, 
related in a manuscript that was discovered only during the eighteenth century: Michel de Montaigne, 
Journal de Voyage en Italie. Journal du voyage de Michel de Montaigne en Italie, par la Suisse & l'Allemagne 
en 1580 & 1581 (Paris: Le Jay, 1734); Élisabeth Schneikert, Montaigne dans le labyrinthe. De l'imaginaire du 
journal de voyage à l'écriture des Essais (Paris: Champion, 2006). 
90 Attempting to resist bad fortune by running away from miseries was fruitless, for wherever you flee, 
‘your sorrows are forever about you and in you.’ Lipsius, Constancy 1.2, 33-34; 1.3, 36. 
91 Lipsius, Constancy 1.4, 37; Morford, Stoics and Neostoics, 162.  
92 Jeremy Robbins, ‘Neostoicism, Value Judgement and Moral Perception’, Bulletin of Spanish Studies 82, 
no. 8 (2005): 41. 
93 Robert Stradling, Philip IV and the Government of Spain, 1621-1665 (Cambridge etc.: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988), 60. 
94 John Elliott, The Count-Duke of Olivares, 454 (quote), 22-23; A central figure within this circle was Benito 
Arias Montano, friend and correspondent of Lipsius. It was also in Seville that the Spanish translation of 
Lipsius’ Constantia appeared: Justus Lipsius, Libro de la constancia, trans. Juan Bautista Mesa (Sevilla: 
Matias Clavijo, 1616); Corbett, ‘The Cult of Lipsius’, 145–46; Colomer, ‘Esplicar Los Grandes Hechos’, 46–
47. 
95 ‘Divine et umane cose.’ Malvezzi, ‘Vita di Numa’, f. 8. For constancy, see ibid., f. 9v. 
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scholars and his work as an official historian. The case of Sucesos principales then supports 

Kagan’s thesis that the boundaries between early modern state-supported history and 

‘independent’ humanist scholarship were blurred. Sucesos principales resembles Malvezzi’s 

moral-political biographies in its Lipsian emphasis on reason, morality, and the supremacy of 

circumstance. That it also resembles the biographies in its construction will become apparent 

through an exploration of the composition of the text on the basis of its manuscripts. 

 

Sucesos principales from manuscript to print 

In examining the creation of Sucesos principales we have two manuscripts at our disposal from 

different stages in the process of composition. A manuscript folder in the Spanish national 

library holds fragments of the original source material Malvezzi used as factual basis for his 

book, with annotations and marginalia in his hand.96 Although these manuscripts and Malvezzi’s 

annotations are written in Spanish, we know that he wrote the first version of Sucesos 

principales in Italian, which was subsequently translated into Castilian by Lorenzo Ramírez de 

Prado.97 According to the publisher of the subsequent Italian edition, however, the Spanish 

translation contained ‘some considerable errors, with change of sense (...) which happened 

whilst he [the author] was absent from that Court’, referring to Malvezzi’s diplomatic mission to 

England.98 

The manuscript I discovered in the Malvezzi-Lupari Bolognese family archive in a non-

catalogued folder between pages of loose notes, letters and sketches offers further evidence that 

the first version of Sucesos principales was indeed written in Italian. More importantly, it shows 

how Malvezzi originally composed the text. The manuscript consists of a provisionally hand-

bound notebook of about 120 pages, partly or entirely covered in Malvezzi’s dense and at times 

hardly legible hand. One of the folios is even the recycled draft of a letter dated 9 April 1639, 

with the unfinished letter written at an angle across the page and Malvezzi’s notes relating to 

Sucesos principales scribbled in the top left corner.99 With most parts of the text heavy with 

                                                            
96 Daniel García Vicens, ‘Sobre las fuentes manuscritas de Sucesos principales de Virgilio Malvezzi’, Studia 
aurea: revista de literatura española y teoría literaria del Renacimiento y Siglo de Oro 4 (2010): 216. 
97 In a letter to Fabio Chigi dated as early as 9 June 1640 Malvezzi mentions having sent an Italian 
manuscript of Successi principali to Plantin. Malvezzi, Lettere a Fabio Chigi, 143; In the prologue of a 1668 
edition of Malvezzi’s Alcibiades editor Gregorio de Tapia y Salcedo writes ‘(...) los Sucesos del año de 
treinte i nueve, i la libra, tradujo en esta lengua de orden de su Magestad, Don Lorenço Ramirez de Prado 
(...).’ Op. cit. García Vicens, ‘Las fuentes manuscritas,’ 215. Ramírez de Prado added the capitulaciones of 
the Turin peace. Malvezzi’s mayordomo Juan Sancho could also be considered a contributing author, 
having assisted Malvezzi in interpreting Spanish documents and editing Spanish texts. 
98 Malvezzi, Chiefe Events, sig. A4v; ‘Errori considerabili con mutatione di sensi (...) seguita in tempo, 
ch’egli si trovava lontano da quella Corte.’ Malvezzi, Successi principali, 6. 
99 Virgilio Malvezzi, ‘Notebook for Successi Principali della Monarchia di Spagna n.a. 1639’, n.d., [51], 
371:15, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari. See Appendix 2A. 
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corrections and entire pages or paragraphs crossed out, the notebook is clearly a work in 

progress. 

The manuscript’s content is very diverse. At this stage in the writing process, the 

polished narrative and even the sequence of events in their chronological order are yet nowhere 

to be found. Rather, the manuscript folios are a hotchpotch of isolated pages, paragraphs and 

sentences in a seemingly random order, often juxtaposing passages on the same manuscript 

page that in the first edition appear more than twenty pages apart. Comparing the manuscript 

passages to the editions of Sucesos principales, one can roughly distinguish three categories of 

transfer. First, a good number of manuscript passages are word for word maintained in the 

published version. This usually involves fragments of several paragraphs, with a greater or 

lesser number of corrections which are almost invariably endorsed in the editions.100  

The second category consists of manuscript passages that have been reworked in the 

transition from manuscript to print. Some passages have simply been made more elegant and 

intelligible, but most acquire a very different order. What in the manuscript is still merely a 

sequence of separate phrases has in the published version become a coherent and structured 

paragraph. Importantly, restructured and coherent paragraphs acquire context and meaning 

only in the printed edition. Thus a manuscript passage reworked into an observation on how 

man in general should never alter the aim of his actions in the midst of his enterprise, becomes a 

maxim on decisively seizing an opportunity drawn from a contemporary example, but only after 

having been placed in the continuation of an account of General Ottavio Piccolomini’s campaign 

in Luxembourg.101 

 

Man proposes an end unto himself, and for that end he prepares his means; if upon a new 

occasion he changes his end, if he provides not new means, he loses himself, and while he 

does provide them, he lose his opportunity. He that goes about one enterprise, ordinarily 

cannot perform two, and he that will undertake two, seldom performs any. Some have 

not followed victories, because they could not, and so have lost their credit; and some, 

when they ought not, having gone on to follow them, have lost them. When one party is 

in possibility of being overcome, the other is not always fitting to set upon him.102 

 

  

                                                            
100 Examples are ibid., [9] versus Malvezzi, Successi principali, p. 117; p. [15] vs pp. 63-64; p. [41] vs pp. 11-
12; pp. [43] vs pp. 45-47; p. [44] vs p. 78. 
101 Malvezzi, Chiefe Events, 51; Malvezzi, ‘Notebook for Successi Principali’, [50]; Virgilio Malvezzi, Sucesos 
principales de la monarquia de España en el año de mil i seiscientos i treinta i nueve (Madrid: Enprenta Real, 
1640), f. 33v; Malvezzi, Successi principali, 69. See Appendix 2B. 
102 Malvezzi, Chiefe Events, 51. 
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Table 3.1: From manuscript notebook to published narrative (1) 

Manuscript, p. [50] Sucesos Principales (1640), f. 33v Successi Principali (1641), p. 69 
Chi va per far una sol cosa 
ordinariamente non ne puo far 
due e chi per farne due molte 
volte ne ver una 
Per questo molti sono stati 

biastementi (x)103 in haver 
saputo seguitar le vittorie e non 
hanno potuto 
 
Non sempre che una parte e in 
sumire di poter esser vinta e 
l’ultra in dipositione di parerla 
assaliare 
Taluno non ha seguitato le 
Vittorie perche non ha potuto et 
ha perduto il credito e tal una 
senza che douesse le ha voluto 
seguitare et ha perduto le 
vittorie 
 
Si propone l’huomo un fine et 
quello prepara i mezzi 
sull’acquirlo se gli viene 
occasione e muti fine quando 
non proveda nuoi mezzi perde se 
stesso e mentre gli vuol 
prouedere perde l’ocasioni 

La Atencion Humana se propone 
un Fin, i para conseguirle 
dispone Medios; si à el reducirlos 
à debido efeto, se ofrecen otras 
Occurencias, se trucca el Fin; y 
quando no le socorre de nuevos 
Medios, destruyele; ò mientras 
los previene, pasa la Ocasion. 
Quien va à hazer una Accion, casi 
siempre no puede obrar dos. El 
que quiere hazer dos, raras vezes 
executa, siquiera una. Ya avino, 
no proseguir las Vitorias, porque 
no se podia, i perder el Credito: i 
ya, fin que se debiesen llevar 
adelante, se an querido 
sustentar, i se an perdido. No 
siempre, que llega la Sazon de ser 
vencido uno, su Contrario la 
tiene para vencer. 

Si propone l’huomo un fine, e per 
quello prepara i mezzi. 
Nell’eseguirlo, se gli viene nuova 
occasione, e muti fine: quando 
non proveda à nuovi mezzi, 
perde se stesso; e quando gli 
provede, l’occasione. Chi và per 
fare una sola impresa, 
ordinariamente non ne può far 
due; e chi per farne due, rare 
volte ne fà veruna. Tal uno non 
hà seguitato le vittorie, perche 
non poteva, & hà perduto il 
credito; e tal uno, senza che 
dovesse, le hà voluto seguitare, & 
hà perduto e vittorie. Non 
sempre che una parte à in 
termine di poter vinta, si trova 
l’altra in dispositione da poterla 
assaltare. 

 

Passages like this, presenting general truths without containing circumstantial 

information, have the character of aphoristic moral observations which made up the greater 

parts of Il Romulo and the other political biographies. Editing and polishing these observations 

or aphorisms prior to inserting them into a context, Malvezzi drastically mixed up the separate 

passages when composing the final version of Sucesos principales. In his working practice he 

acted as a composer rather than a writer, refining paragraphs and sentences and only at a very 

late stage forging these fragments into a mosaic of coherent paragraphs, pages and sections. 

We can follow this process even more closely through the instances in which Malvezzi 

actually left traces of his construction work. On some manuscript pages, individual sentences are 

marked with numbers to indicate the order he had in mind. The passage cited below is the result 

of placing the sentences which Malvezzi marked ‘1,2,3’ in their correct order.104 Since the 

sequence of the manuscript phrases has been completely altered and one sentence occurs twice, 

I have marked the different elements with ‘a,b,c...’ to facilitate a comparative reading. From the 

manuscript it becomes clear only in the last phrase to which situation the passages refer, but in 

                                                            
103 (x) is inserted when a word is (partly) illegible. 
104 See Appendix 2C. Elsewhere, Malvezzi also uses * or # to re-order sequence. Besides the example 
quoted below, instances occur on Pp. [21], [39], [44-45].  
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the printed version of Sucesos principales they are firmly located within the argument of why it 

would be reasonable for the Spanish to invade Piedmont. For one thing, the inclination of the 

inhabitants was favourable: 

 

Because those people hate the French, and distrust the Spanish, and so being unresolved 

between distrust and hatred, they shall hardly see the princes, but without exact 

examination of the business, they will without any further consideration cast themselves 

into their arms. He who is caught in the middle between two opposites, fears hurt from 

each, and as soon as he sees a third, without further caution, he runs precipitously to 

him.  

(…) They confessed that intelligences which are had in States, promise more than 

they can do, counting on that which others shall do, and that others are deceived in 

doing, counting on that which has been promised to them. He that means to undertake an 

enterprise and sets intelligences foremost in an account, shall find himself deceived. 

These ought to follow hopes, not to frame them, doing service enough, when other things 

are disposed, as if they served for nothing. Great forces confirm those who stand 

doubtful; Small forces lose everyone, even those whose understandings were before 

persuaded.105 

 

  

                                                            
105 Malvezzi, Chiefe Events, 18–19. 
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Table 3.2: From manuscript notebook to published narrative (2) 

Manuscript, p. [29] Sucesos Principales (1640), f. 13-
14 

Successi Principali (1641), p. 27-
29. 

aLe forze grandi confermano i 
benaffetti e guadagnano i dubi, le 
piciole perdono ognun perche 
fanno perdere l’animo a quelli che 
havevano persuasi l’intelletto 
 
bChi volendo intraprendere un 
impresa nel computo mette le 
intelligenze à capitale in si trova 
ingannato hanno meno da 
seguitare le speranze 
non la formarle et allhora assai che 
si dispongano le cose 
come se non si haveva 
servissero di niente cLe forze 
grandi conservano i ben affetti e  
guadagno i dubbi le piciole 
perdono ognuno levando la  
l’animo anche a quelli che 
havevano persuaso il cervello 
 
dLe inteligenze promettono piu di 
quello che possono mettendo a 
corso quello che altri farà non 
facesse et altri s’ inganno nel fare 
mettendo a conto  quello che gli e 
stato promesso. 
 
3o Colui entra con gran forze e 
grandi intelligenze in uno stato 
come aguila di toneato senza si  
trovare chi la fara e quanto più 
camina più essere. (...) 
 
2 eColui che posto in angustia fra 
due contrarij teme danno da 
ciascheduno se un terzo se gli 
representa non vi andano avertita 
vi corrono precipitoso 
 
i  fHaviendo i popoli in odio i 
Francesi non si fidavo di 
le Spagnuoli fra il timore e le 
abbominamento dubi et irresoliti a 
guisa di il loro apena vediano i 
Principi che senza esaminare 
minutamente il fatto si ...ano loro 
inconsiderati 

fSer evidente, que aborreciendo 
aquellos Pueblos à los Franceses, 
i no fiandose de los Españoles, 
entre el Odio, i la Desconfiança 
dudosos, i poco resueltos, à penas 
divisarian à los Principes, que sin 
examinar menudamente las 
Occurencias, se arrojarian 
inconsiderados inconsiderados 
en sus braços. eEl que està puesto 
en aprieto, i entre dos Contrarios, 
que recela el Riesgo de cada uno; 
luego de un Tercero se le ofrece, 
sin reparar advertido, 
desalandose le abalança. (...) dLas 
Correspondencias, que se tienen 
en los Estados, prometen mas de 
lo que pueden, poniendo en 
cuenta lo que otro ha de Obrar; i 
el otro tanbien se engaña en las 
Acciones, que espera, poniendo 
en cuenta lo que fue prometido. 
bQuien quiere intentar una 
Enpresa, i en el conputo para 
conseguirla, escribe por capital, 
las Inteligencias, muy atrasado se 
halla. Ellas deben ir tras 
Esperanças; no formalas. I 
entonces aprovechan 
bastantemente, quando se 
dispone todo, como si para nada 
aprovechasen. a/cLas fuerças 
poderosas confirman à los bien 
Afectos, i à los Dudosos gana. Las 
pequeñas pierden à todos, 
quitando tanbien el Animo à 
aquellos que avian persuadido à 
su Entendimiento. 
 
 

fHaver que’ Popoli in odio gli 
Francesi, e non si fidavo 
de’Spagnuoli; fra la difidenza e 
l’abbominamento dubbij & 
irresoluti, appena vedranno gli 
Principi, che senza esaminare 
minutamente il fatto, si 
getteranno nelle loro braccia 
inconsiderati. eColui che posto 
in angustie fra duoi contrarij 
teme danno da ciascheduno, 
subito che un terzo se gli 
rappresenta, senza andarvi 
avvertito, vi corre precipitoso. 
(...) 
 
dConfessavano, che le 
intelligenze, che si hanno ne gli 
Stati, promettono più che non 
possono, mettendo à conto 
quello che altri farà e che altri si 
inganna nel fare, mettendo à 
conto quello che gli à stato 
promesso. bChi volendo 
intraprendere un’impresa, nel 
computo mette le intelligenze à 
capitale, trovarsi ingannato. 
Dover queste seguire le 
speranze, non formarle, 
servendo allora assai, che si 
dispongono l’altre cose, come se 
esse non servissero à niente. 
a/cLe forze grandi confermano i 
benaffetti, e guadagnano i 
dubbij; le picciole perdono 
ognuno, levando l’animo anche 
à quelli che havevano persuaso 
il cervello. 

 

 Returning to the categories of transfer, the manuscript contains a third group: short and 

isolated phrases, sometimes partly finished, scribbled in corners or margins of pages to which 

they bear no relation whatsoever. An isolated phrase at the bottom of manuscript page 5 about a 

frightened horse throwing itself into an abyss, in the printed version surfaces in the middle of a 
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paragraph as an analogy for the state of Burgundy, being in danger of succumbing to the French 

in its effort to avoid Habsburg dominion: ‘even so a starting horse being on the secure side, 

frightened by some imaginary object, casting himself inconsiderately on the other side, breaks 

his neck down a precipice.’106 And scribbled in the top left corner of the recycled letter, we find a 

short maxim about winning and losing (‘non restava altra ragione / a di non haver potuto 

vincere / che l’haver perduto / e dove non haver voluto perder / non e buona scusa per non 

haver vinto’107), which turns out to be the blueprint of a passage in the sequence about General 

Piccolomini’s campaign in Luxembourg: 

 

Conosceva coll’esempio accaduto a’ passati Capitani, che non vi era mezzo; che bisognava 

vincere, ò perdersi; fra gl’amici con vergogna, ò fra gl’inimici con gloria: perche in 

Francia, dove il non haver voluto perdere non s’ammeteva per buona raggione di non 

haver vinto, non restava altra prova di non haver potuto vincere, che l’haver perduto.108 

 

Sucesos principales turns out to be a composition of phrases, facts and aphorisms which 

were written and refined separately from their future contexts, drastically reshuffled and only in 

the last stage of production pieced together. The observations Malvezzi composed had little 

meaning until he qualified them by inserting them into his narrative. It thus becomes physically 

and visibly clear how particular aphorisms, rather than being universal truths, derived their 

meaning from the circumstances within the narrative in which they were eventually placed. 

This understanding of the work as a collection of events and observations encouraging 

moral and rational scrutiny, pieced together as an aphoristic history, ultimately underlines the 

continuity between Sucesos principales and Malvezzi’s other works. Both in content and 

composition, Sucesos principales was essentially akin to the political biographies of Romulus, 

David and Numa. Like its content, moreover, the publishing history of Sucesos principales 

mirrors the success of the biographies, which had established Malvezzi’s reputation as a moral-

political writer throughout Europe.109 The Italian Plantin edition of 1641 was reprinted in 

                                                            
106 ‘Quindi un cavallo ombroso spaventato dalla parte sicura da un ombra vana gettandosi dalli altra 
rompe il collo in un precipicio.’ Malvezzi, ‘Notebook for Successi Principali’, [5]; See Malvezzi, Successi 
principali, 152: ‘Così cavallo ombroso spaventato per una vana imagine, gettandosi inconsiderate all’altra, 
rompe il collo nel precipitio’. 
107 Malvezzi, ‘Notebook for Successi Principali’, [50]. See Appendix 2B. 
108 Malvezzi, Successi principali, 68; ‘He knew by the example of former captains, that there was no means; 
that he must either conquer, or lose himself, amongst his friends with shame, or amongst his enemies with 
glory. For in France, where the unwillingness of losing, was not admitted for a sufficient reason of not 
having overcome, there remained no proof of a man’s not being able to overcome, but only by losing.’ 
Malvezzi, Chiefe Events, 50–1. 
109 The only work by Malvezzi which seems to have been designed exclusively for propagandistic purposes 
was La Libra. When the book came out it in 1639, it was exactly this celebratory feat that antagonized 
critics and also apparently the national and international book markets. In one hostile review, written by 
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Bologna by Giacomo Monti in 1647 and twice in Geneva in the 1650s, by Pietro Auberto in 1651 

and in 1656 by Pierre Chouet, who published it alongside two other works by Malvezzi in a 

volume entitled Opere historiche e politiche. The English translation by Robert Gentilis appeared 

in 1647, and in 1680 Joannes van Waesbergen produced a Dutch translation entitled 

Proefstukken van historie of bysondre voorvallen in de monarchie van Spaenjen op het jaer 1639.110 

As a case to illustrate the reception of Malvezzi in one of these European countries, the Dutch 

translations by Mattheus Smallegange (1624-1710) are particularly interesting. A lawyer born in 

Goes, a town in the province of Zeeland, Smallegange acquired proficiency in Spanish, French 

and Italian during his studies in Paris.111 Besides authoring works on heraldry and the annals of 

Zeeland, Smallegange started to translate foreign political literature from the early 1660s 

onwards.112 His first translation was that of Saavedra Fajardo’s Idea de un príncipe político 

cristiano, which appeared in Amsterdam in 1662, followed by the works of Malvezzi, and in later 

years also by the principal works of Quevedo and Balasar Gracián.113  

Under a special privilege, Smallegange translated almost Virgilio Malvezzi’s entire 

oeuvre, resulting in two volumes which appeared in 1679 and 1680. The subtitles of 

Smallegange’s portfolio of translations, with terms such as Staat-Kundige Bedenkingen, Konst Der 

Wysheid and Den Nauwkeurigen Oordeelder, expressly classified the works as moral-political 

prose, in which Malvezzi’s oeuvre, ‘full of unusual, delightful and Christian rules of state’, fitted 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
Olivares’ adversary the Admiral of Castile, part of the criticism was directed against the institution of the 
royal favourite itself. A valido tended to jealously guard his position of power and refuse to delegate 
matters of state which in different times had been handled by many, and the benefits he received were in 
no way proportionate to his merit. The Admiral especially questioned the integrity with which Malvezzi 
handled his sources. Malvezzi had included votes and speeches expressed in the Council of State and War 
as so-called original source material, and even though according to the Admiral these were obviously 
contrived, the presumption that he should sell and disseminate such sacrosanct mysteries ‘like booklets of 
little substance’ (‘como librillos de poca sustancia’) undermined the entire system of government. 
Almirante de Castilla, ‘Respuesta a La Libra’, f. 8-12v. 
110 Virgilio Malvezzi, Opere historiche e politiche 2, L'Alcibiade; Il Coriolano; Successi principali della 
monarchia di Spagna nell'anno 1639 (Geneva: Chouet, 1656); Proefstukken van historie of bysondre 
voorvallen in de monarchie van Spaenjen op het jaer 1639 (Amsterdam: Joannes Janssonius van Waesberge 
en zonen, 1680). Only a new Spanish edition to replace the poor translation of 1640 never came into 
being. 
111 Pieter Jozias Verkruijsse, Mattheus Smallegange, (1624-1710): Zeeuws historicus, genealoog en vertaler 
(Nieuwkoop: De Graaf, 1983), 55–56. 
112 See Mattheus Smallegange, Nieuwe chronyk van Zeeland (Middelburg: Joannes Meertens, 1696); 
Beschryvinge van den Zeelandschen adel (Haarlem: Bernardus Kleynhens, 1696). Smallegange also wrote a 
history of the year 1673: Nederlands verquikking, of d’ontwaekte leeuw, waer mercurius tyding brengt, van 
alle het gene in de Vereenigde Nederlanden is voorgevallen op de ses eerste maenden des jaers 1673 
(Amsterdam: Ten Hoorn, 1673). 
113 Diego de Saavedra Fajardo, Christelyke staets-vorst in hondert sin-spreuken afgebeeld, trans. Mattheus 
Smallegange (Amsterdam: Schipper en Smit, 1662); Baltasar Gracián y Morales, L’homme de cour, of de 
konst der wysheid, trans. Abraham Amelot de La Houssaie and Mattheus Smallegange (The Hague: Van 
Thol, 1700); Francisco Gómez de Quevedo y Villegas, Het leven van Marcus Brutus, uit Plutarchus, met 
staat-kundige bedenkingen over het selve, trans. Mattheus Smallegange (Amsterdam: Ten Hoorn, 1700); 
Baltasar Gracián y Morales, De mensch buyten bedroch, of den nauwkeurigen oordeelder, trans. Mattheus 
Smallegange (The Hague: Jacobus van Ellinkhuysen, 1701). 
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seamlessly. In Smallegange’s introduction of Malvezzi, he even compared him favourably to 

Machiavelli: 

 

Among political thinkers he is so much praised, that they give him precedence over all 

other teachers of statecraft. For although Machiavelli has described most cleverly and 

astutely how much states are in our ages often ruled nimbly, our Malvezzi has pointed 

out to us much more wisely and learnedly on what footing men would best be able to, 

and entirely appropriately, rule states, countries, and peoples.114 

 

Smallegange seemed to intend that his Dutch audience read Malvezzi’s prose as works on reason 

of state. The fact that the books had been written for a monarch, he argued, did not diminish 

their relevance for the burgomasters and city councils, who were essentially engaged in the 

governance of small-scale states.115 Smallegange even treated Ritratto del private político 

principally as a life containing political wisdom rather than as a biased eulogy and placed this 

biography of the Count-Duke of Olivares alongside the lives of Romulus, David, Tarquin, 

Alcibiades and Coriolanus. The markup of these lives encouraged the reader to distinguish 

between the loose frame of the narrative and the politico-moral teachings, through blank spaces 

and the fact that the latter appeared in a smaller font. The disproportionate amount of space 

dedicated to the moral and political observations demonstrates in a single glance how 

thoroughly the chronological narrative had been made subordinate. On page 113, the only 

passage printed in the larger font marking the narrative consists of just two words separating 

two elaborate moral lessons: ‘Tarquinius sweeg’, or ‘Tarquinius was silent.’116 

 

IV – NECESSITY IN ACTION: THE 1641 MISSIONS 

 

Like thinker-agents such as Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos and Fernando Alvía de Castro, who 

wrote and worked a generation or two before him, Malvezzi reflected on the forces of fortune 

and Providence in Sucesos principales. Rather than entirely rejecting the idea of fortune, Malvezzi 

used both fortune and Providence to explain occurrences that had come about unexpectedly and 

                                                            
114 ‘Vol ongemeene, heerlijke en christelijke regelen van staet’; ‘By de staets-wijse is hy soodanig geroemt, 
dat sy hem onder alle de leer-meesteren der staetskonst den voor-rang geven. Want of wel Macchiavel 
seer vernuftig en scherpsinnig beschreven heeft, hoedanig in onse eeuwen de staten veelsins snedig 
bestiert worden; soo heeft even onsen Malvezzi veel wijser en geleerder ons aangewesen, op wat voet 
men best sou konnen, en volkomen behoorde, staten, landen, en volkeren te bestieren.’ Malvezzi, 
Historisch-polityke werken, fol. *4v-*5. Only La Libra and the unpublished ‘Vita di Numa’ were not included 
in the volume. 
115 Malvezzi, Historisch-polityke werken, fol. 5v. 
116 Ibid., 113. 
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against all rules of reason. Here, the divine hand of Providence was responsible for victories, and 

fortune brought about defeat.117 Neither of these forces could be properly perceived and they 

were impossible to grasp or predict. Malvezzi believed that attempting to do so was fruitless as 

well as reprehensible. He agreed with his correspondent and contemporary Saavedra Fajardo, 

who stated that ‘the presumption to know the future is a form of rebellion against God and a 

mad competition with His eternal wisdom, which allowed human prudence to imagine, but not 

to prophesize, in order to keep her [prudence] more subjected by the uncertainty of matters.’118 

Yet Malvezzi encountered the same problem as the Tacitus translators when it came to 

transferring these convictions into political practice. Could a statesman in the midst of a 

complicated diplomatic mission resign himself to not knowing, when he needed to make a 

decision about his next move? Early in 1641 Malvezzi was in London trying to recommend the 

Habsburg cause to a king who was increasingly caught up in domestic troubles, when he 

received the order to travel to Flanders in the spring.119 The Cardinal-Infante Ferdinand could 

use his assistance in his delicate efforts to undermine the French king and his powerful minister, 

Cardinal Richelieu, by fomenting internal divisions within France. This section follows Malvezzi 

down into this political arena. It will trace his attempts to manage the unfathomable contingent 

forces in politics, and as it turns out, Malvezzi did not shy away from attempting to grasp and 

predict, or even manipulate them. 

 

The conspirators 

At the end of 1640, the state of affairs in the Spanish monarchy was looking grim. Although the 

Armada had managed to deal the French a blow, Olivares confided to Malvezzi that this had left 

Spain ‘with great glory, but without the advantage many had hoped for’, and the balance of the 

conventional war started to tilt towards France.120 Full-scale rebellions in both Catalonia and 

Portugal threatened the Spanish monarchy on the Iberian Peninsula, and within Europe the 

House of Habsburg was waging war on four fronts: Spain was still at war with the Dutch 

Republic, the Habsburg Emperor with Sweden, and both the Spanish king and the Emperor were 

fighting France. It was clear that not even the mighty House of Habsburg could sustain four wars 

and suppress two rebellions simultaneously. Since contracting peace with the Dutch had proved 

a slow and problematic business (see Chapter 4), it seemed reasonable to concentrate on 

                                                            
117 Malvezzi, Successi principali, 10–11, 110, 228–29. 
118 ‘La presunción de saber lo future es una especie de rebeldía contra Dios y una loca competencia con su 
eterna sabiduría, la qual permitió que la prudencia humana pudiese conjeturar, pero no adivinar, para 
tenerla más sujeta con la incertidumbre de los casos’. Saavedra Fajardo, Idea de un principe politico 
Christiano, 423, quoted in Robbins, ‘Politics, Knowledge and Scepticism,’ 84. 
119 Malvezzi to Chigi, 4 January 1641, in Crisafulli, Lettere a Fabio Chigi, 156. 
120 ‘… con que nos quedamos con la gloria mayor pero sin el interes a que aspiraban muchos.’ Olivares to 
Malvezzi, 28 January 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 372:19, unfoliated. 
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causing domestic upheaval in France in order to swiftly end the war there.121 If approached 

prudently, this seemed to the Count-Duke of Olivares ‘the sole means of salvation from this 

shipwreck.’122 

Virgilio Malvezzi was perfectly placed to plan or instigate a conspiracy. London was a 

centre of Richelieu’s exiled enemies, with Marie of Rohan, Duchess of Chevreuse having moved 

there early in 1638, followed by the Queen Mother Marie de’ Medici and the Duke of La Valette, a 

Catholic nobleman who was blamed for the French failure to capture Fuentarrabía.123 It was the 

Duchess of Chevreuse who first advised Olivares to send a more suitable envoy to convince the 

English king of the importance of a strong Anglo-Spanish alliance against France. Before 

Malvezzi arrived, she and La Valette had already discussed strategies of disrupting France with 

the Spanish resident Alonso de Cardenas, in the intimacy of Cardenas’ private quarters.124 The 

faction of eminent French exiles entertained close contacts with a party of malcontent French 

nobles residing in Sedan, an independent principality under the sovereignty of the Duke of 

Bouillon. The Sedan party was led by Louis de Bourbon, Count of Soissons, a military 

commander who fell from grace in 1637 when a planned assault on the life of Cardinal Richelieu 

fell through.125 

From the moment of first receiving the tidings of the Sedan conspiracy onwards, Olivares 

maintained that ‘good reason of state’ counseled the weakening of France via the 

encouragement of internal divisions.126 Malvezzi was therefore instructed to come to an 

agreement with the Duke of La Valette in London, but once on the continent, his efforts would 

have to concentrate on the Sedan party.127 In addition, he would have to persuade Charles IV, the 

famously fickle Duke of Lorraine, to officially ally himself with the Habsburg camp and provide 

military assistance. Lorraine had lived in exile after the French armies had seized parts of the 

Duchy of Lorraine in 1636.128 He reconciled with the French king in March 1641 with the treaty 

of Saint Germain, which even included a promise to assist the royal French forces against Sedan. 

Within a few weeks, however, Lorraine contacted the malcontents, claiming that he had been 

                                                            
121 Jonathan Israel, The Dutch Republic and the Hispanic World, 1606-1661 (Oxford etc.: Clarendon Press, 
1982), 263; Israel, The Dutch Republic, 539–40; Elliott, The Count-Duke of Olivares, 601, 613. 
122 Op. cit. Elliott, The Count-Duke of Olivares, 614. 
123 Elliott, Richelieu and Olivares, 132; Church, Richelieu and Reason of State, 324–28. 
124 Alonso de Cardenas to Philip IV, 2 January 1640, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 369:5, f. 30. ‘Y assi por medio del 
Duque de la Valeta en mi posada en presencia de la Señora Duquesa se confirió el negocio…’, f. 32. 
125 René Vermeir, In staat van oorlog: Filips IV en de Zuidelijke Nederlanden, 1629-1648 (Maastricht: Shaker 
Publishing, 2001), 138. Although he had soon afterwards reconciled with the French king, Soissons 
discreetly kept in touch with the Habsburgs, and now had turned against central authority once more. 
Ibid., 138-39, 161. 
126 Op. cit. Elliott, Richelieu and Olivares, 146. 
127 Elliott, The Count-Duke of Olivares, 573–75. 
128 Elliott, Richelieu and Olivares, 119; Edward Monter, A Bewitched Duchy: Lorraine and Its Dukes, 1477-
1736 (Geneva: Droz, 2007), 103–21. 
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forced to sign the treaty against his will.129 The Duke commanded a small force mostly consisting 

of natives of the Duchy of Lorraine, which the Count-Duke of Olivares was keen to recruit.130 In 

previous years, attempts to secure Lorraine’s unwavering allegiance had been unsuccessful, 

leaving the negotiators thoroughly disillusioned and frustrated by his lack of constancy.131 

 

London to Brussels 

In March 1641 Malvezzi sent his first appraisal of the situation in France to Olivares.132 Judging 

from three remaining drafts of this memorial in different stages of completion, he paid much 

attention to his analysis. France, Malvezzi figured, contained several potentially disrupting 

elements and of these, the Catholic malcontents were the most insecure ally.133 They were 

usually prepared to reconcile with their king if it suited their convenience, and it would be 

unwise to trust them unless ‘to escape a present predicament.’134 Because of their unreliability, 

Malvezzi believed that the malcontents needed a strong leader. The Count of Soissons seemed 

suitable by virtue of his descent from the venerable house of Bourbon, although Malvezzi feared 

that his name was worth more than his person, for ‘he appears an unresolved man, who, caught 

between hopes of reconciling with his king and fear of the Cardinal Richelieu, (…) does not know 

how to reconcile, nor move, until he completely loses himself and the opportunity to be able to 

attempt a significant enterprise.’135 Despite these reservations, however, Malvezzi realized that 

the Habsburgs needed Soissons as an ally to successfully unhinge France. 

Malvezzi arrived in Brussels on the evening of 3 April 1641, and almost immediately fell 

ill.136 He recovered just as the weather was improving and the start of the campaigning season 

drew near, which kept him so occupied that, as he complained to Chigi, he had ‘no time to look at 

a book, let alone write.’137 In Brussels, Malvezzi became a personal adviser to the Cardinal-

Infante Ferdinand of Austria, the youngest brother of King Philip IV who had governed the 

                                                            
129 Henri Sacchi, La Guerre de Trente Ans, Vol. 3: La Guerre Des Cardinaux (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1991), 256, 
261. 
130 Monter, A Bewitched Duchy, 125, 131. 
131 Vermeir, In staat van oorlog, 162–63. 
132 Troubled by the rebellions and military defeat, the Count-Duke was in a bad way. Olivares to Malvezzi, 
10 March 1641, in Elliott and De la Peña, Memoriales y cartas, vol. 2, 201. 
133 The other ‘elements’ were the Huguenots and the lower class of people. Indeed, during the 1630s, 
popular tax revolts broke out almost yearly in France, the most recent one in Lower Normandy during the 
late summer and autumn of 1639. See Madeleine Foisil, La révolte des Nu-Pieds et les révoltes Normandes 
de 1639 (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1970). 
134 ‘Sino es por salir de algun aprieto presente’. ‘Papel del Marques Virgilio Malvezzi escrito al Conde 
Duque’, 5 March 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 369:5, f. 118v. 
135 ‘Parece ombre irressuelto, y que puesto en medio entre las esperancas de concertarse con su rey, y el 
temor del Cardenal Richelleu, (…) y no sepa ni de concertar, ni de mover, asta el aver totalmente perdido a 
si mismo y la ocasion de poder ententar cosa de momento.’ Ibid., f. 121v. 
136 ‘In Bruselle, dove arrivai hieri sera…’. Malvezzi to Chigi, 4 April 1641, in Crisafulli, Lettere a Fabio Chigi, 
157-58. 
137 Three letters from Malvezzi to Chigi, 11, 18 and 23 May 1641, in Crisafulli, Lettere a Fabio Chigi, 160-1. 
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Spanish Low Countries since 1634. Despite being made Archbishop of Toledo in 1619 and 

shortly afterwards cardinal, Ferdinand was more interested in military affairs than in his career 

within the Church.138 The post of governor suited his royal blood as well as his interest in 

soldiery, since Ferdinand in the Netherlands occupied the highest political post as well as that of 

top military commander. Most of the Habsburg Army of Flanders in the 1630s was being 

employed against the Dutch Republic, but Ferdinand also needed to keep a force ready to 

intervene in France.139 While at the beginning of June Ferdinand led part of these troops along 

the northwestern border of France, Malvezzi was sent first to negotiate a treaty with the Duke of 

Lorraine, who found himself with his troops east of the Moselle by Luxembourg. Simultaneously 

Malvezzi needed to make sure that the resolve of the Sedan party would not waver. After signing 

up Lorraine, Malvezzi would have to proceed to Sedan to instigate the malcontent nobles to 

actively take up arms against their king.140 

Before leaving Brussels, Malvezzi informed himself extensively about the previous 

negotiations with Lorraine, the man ‘who does not observe agreements, nor words, nor oaths.’141 

He was eager to swiftly conclude these, but unfortunately the Cardinal Richelieu, well aware of 

the Duke’s changeable nature, was constantly on the lookout for an opportunity to win Lorraine 

back for the anti-Spanish side.142 This awareness imbued Malvezzi’s letters and memorials with a 

perpetual sense of urgency. Fearing that the momentum of the unrest in France caused by the 

Sedan conspiracy would soon pass, a restless Malvezzi wrote to Ferdinand:  

 

Sir, fortune now presents us with an opportunity, and if we do not seize it, tomorrow it 

will be gone, without returning again. The nobles promise great enterprises, are ardent 

and eager to move, and if we do not act, they will grow cold, and perhaps reconcile.143  

 

As a strategy to prolong this momentum, Malvezzi counseled Ferdinand to keep the Sedan party 

in line during the Lorraine negotiations by making them promises of money and reinforcements, 

                                                            
138 Vermeir, In staat van oorlog, 100. 
139 Around the middle of the 1630s, the Spanish Army of Flanders consisted of ca20,000 infantry and 
6,000 cavalry. The forces in France consisted of 8,000 to 10,000 men. Ibid., 110. 
140 Malvezzi intended to travel via Sedan, but his passage was blocked by French troops led by Marshal 
Châtillon, encamped in the vicinity of Sedan. They left only in late June, when, after learning that the Baron 
of Lamboy was marching west from the German lands, Châtillon embarked on ‘a most bizarre flight’, 
leaving behind two hundred cartloads of flour and other supplies: ‘la fuga di Shatilione è stata delle 
bizarre che siano sentite…’. Malvezzi to Chigi, 24 June 1641, in Crisafulli, Lettere a Fabio Chigi, 163. 
141 ‘No observe ni concierto ni palabra ni juramiento’. ‘Papel que dio el Marques Virgilio Malvezzi a Su 
Alteza…’, 6 June 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
142 Malvezzi to Ferdinand, 12 June 1641, ARB SEG, 376, unfoliated. 
143 ‘Señor, la fortuna oy presenta la ocasión, si no se toma, mañana pasará, sin volver otra vez. Los 
príncipes se prometen grandes sucessos, son ardientes, y deseosos de obrar, si no se obra, se infriaran, y 
por ventura se concertaran.’ Malvezzi to Ferdinand, 13 June 1641, ARB SEG, 376, unfoliated. For undated 
drafts and notes of this letter, see ASB-Malvezzi Lupari 373:22, unfoliated. 
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which he would afterwards not necessarily have to honour. If the needs of the moment changed, 

so did the value of his promise, ‘for it would mean nothing to fulfil an obligation, when this does 

not agree with your convenience, which Your Highness knows better than anyone, and guided by 

this he will decide what serves him best.’144 

 

Anticipated instability 

Reluctant to move too far from Sedan, Malvezzi largely conducted the negotiations with the 

Duke of Lorraine from Luxembourg rather than travel all the way to his camp. If the Duke should 

go over to the French side once more, Malvezzi needed to be back quickly to prevent the 

malcontent nobles from potentially following suit.145 His initial written attempts did not seem to 

move the Duke, so he sent an agent to press Lorraine to swiftly join the Sedan party with his 

forces.146 This man returned with apologies from the Duke for his delay, but assuring him that 

within five or six days he would be close enough to meet Malvezzi in person.147 But when a few 

days later rumours were confirmed that Lorraine was involved in possibly far advanced 

negotiations with Cardinal Richelieu, Malvezzi decided to send a new envoy with a fresh 

memorial.148  

In the opening of this memorial to Lorraine, Malvezzi provided a general political 

principle applied to the context at hand, much according to his style as an author of moral-

political prose. ‘All allegiances that man form because they are in trouble, are broken the very 

moment they are saved’, and therefore ‘in case of Cardinal Richelieu, he who wants to be secure, 

cannot be anything but his enemy.’149 Malvezzi’s arguments were all based on conjectures of 

what would follow in consequence of certain actions of the Duke, based on precedents and the 

characters of the main players. Thus, the rancor in Richelieu’s nature would dearly cost the 

Duke, for he had already provoked him; ‘reason, that would in itself suffice to make anyone who 

knows the Cardinal Richelieu – a man who never forgets an offense – believe that whenever he 

can, he will try to cause Your Highness’ ruin.’150  The Habsburgs, on the other hand, would 

provide ‘satisfaction, and advancement’, for according to Malvezzi, their means to obtain victory 

                                                            
144 ‘Fuera nada el cumplir con su obligacion, quando no cumpliese con su conveniencia, la qual V.A. 
conocerá mejor de todos y conforme a ella mandará lo que fuera servido.’ Malvezzi to Ferdinand, 13 June 
1641, ARB SEG, 376, unfoliated. 
145 Malvezzi to Ferdinand, 24 June 1641, ARB SEG, 376, unfoliated. 
146 Sacchi, Guerre de Trente Ans Vol. 3, 256, 261. 
147 Malvezzi to Ferdinand, 21 June 1641 (2), ARB SEG, 376, unfoliated. 
148 Malvezzi to Ferdinand, 24 June 1641, ARB SEG, 376, unfoliated. See also the heavily corrected draft in 
Malvezzi’s hand of the same date in ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
149 ‘Tutti i partiti, che fanno gl’huomini posti nelle angustie, subito che escono d’esse, gli rompono’, ‘col 
Cardinale di Richelieu, che per rendersi sicuro, non può essergli senon inimico.’ ‘Papel al Duque de 
Lorena’, 24 June 1641, ARB SEG, 376, unfoliated. 
150 ‘Ragione, che sola basterebbe ad ognuno, che conosce il Cardinale di Richelieu, huomo, che mai si 
scorda delle offese ricevute, à far credere che sempre, che potrà, procurerà la rouina di V.A.’ Ibid.. 
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were very real. A powerful force of distinguished nobles with massed troops was already 

assembled in Sedan, and together with the troops of Francisco de Melo and General Piccolomini 

they would comfortably outnumber those of the French Marshal Châtillon. 

Malvezzi thus attempted to seduce Lorraine to reason pragmatically. He explicitly invited 

him to use the opportunity the king of Spain offered, namely to be Lorraine’s means towards the 

ultimate aim of ‘gaining reputation, and acquire eternal fame and a most glorious name, 

restoring the House of Lorraine to its former splendor.’151 However, the Duke refused to cross 

the Moselle without seeing the promised money. According to the envoy, Lorraine had received 

warnings from France that the Cardinal-Infante was penniless, and that ‘everything he promised 

was a deception.’152 While the Sedan party refused to move before the arrival of promised 

supplies153, and intercepted letters from the king of France and Cardinal Richelieu to Lorraine 

indicated that, unless they moved quickly, they were likely to lose both Lorraine and the Sedan 

party154, a desperate Malvezzi overcame his scruples and rode east to Saarburg for a face to face 

meeting with the Duke. Unfortunately, even this much appreciated attention could not remove 

Lorraine’s apprehension.155 Desperately frustrated, Malvezzi realized that despite the fact that 

he had predicted this turn of events, he had not been able to prevent it: ‘I find myself in this 

state, Sire, without grain, wagons, and money (…) having predicted precisely what is now 

happening to me with the Duke of Lorraine.’156 

 

Desperate measures 

Meanwhile, in the west of Flanders a crisis had arisen: the small town of Aire-sur-la-Lys was 

besieged by French royal troops. Lorraine remained firmly on the east bank of the Moselle, so in 

order to lift the siege, support from Sedan was now more critical than ever.157 At long last, the 

Count of Soissons led the malcontent nobles and their men out of the stronghold. They were 

joined by the Baron of Lamboy with 3000 Imperial forces, and on July 6 they crushed the French 

troops led by the Marquis of Châtillon at La Marfée, just south-west of Sedan. In the aftermath, 

the joint forces captured the nearby town of Donchéry.158 As Lamboy informed Malvezzi in a 

                                                            
151 ‘Riputatione, e mezi d’acquistare eterna fama, e gloriossissimo nome, rimettendo la Casa di Lorena nel 
suo antico splendore.’ Ibid.. 
152 ‘Todo lo que prometia era engaño.’ Malvezzi to Ferdinand, 27 June 1641, ARB SEG, 376, unfoliated. See 
also a draft in Malvezzi’s hand dated 26 June in ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
153 Lamboy to Malvezzi, 25 June 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 372:20, unfoliated. 
154 Malvezzi to Ferdinand, 27 June 1641, ARB SEG, 376, unfoliated. 
155 Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), 4 July 1641, 5 July 1641 (1) and 5 July 1641 (2), ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 
373:22, unfoliated. 
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me acontece con el Duque de Lorena.’ Malvezzi to Ferdinand, 27 June 1641, ARB SEG, 376, unfoliated. 
157 Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), 5 July 1641 (2), ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. See also his 
letter to Ferdinand from 6 July 1641, ibid.. 
158 See Sacchi, Guerre de Trente Ans Vol. 3, 256. 
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business-like tone, Châtillon was left with about 50 men, hardly any cavalry and his infantry had 

been annihilated.159 For a moment, Soissoins and the Habsburg forces posed a real threat to 

Paris. However, disaster followed closely in the wake of victory, for shortly after the battle a shot 

was fired, and the Duke of Soissons fell to the ground. Some believed it had been an 

assassination, while others claimed that he accidentally shot himself in the head while raising his 

visor with the barrel of his loaded pistol. Whatever the cause, Soissons, the leader of the Sedan 

party who despite his lack of resolve was the glue that held it together, was instantly killed. With 

their leader gone, the resolve of the Sedan party began to waver.160 In particular, the key figure 

of the Duke of Bouillon, sovereign of the territory of Sedan, showed serious signs of defecting. So 

while the congratulations for the glorious victory of La Marfée were still pouring in161, Malvezzi 

planned his return to Sedan, where his presence was more likely to make a difference.162 

A draft treaty with Lorraine was now on the table, but the Duke still hesitated. Hoping to 

finally achieve a breakthrough, Malvezzi took a risky decision. Without authorization, he 

conceded to the Duke’s demand of including a clause that Spain would not sign any peace or 

truce with France without warranting the independence of the Duchy of Lorraine. Malvezzi 

signed these articles in his own hand and passed them to Lorraine, who promised to sign them 

the next morning and forward the papers to Luxembourg. Malvezzi defended his unorthodox 

decision to the Cardinal-Infante by explaining that he had tried everything else, but saw himself 

trapped, and insisted that ‘the times called for it.’163 If Lorraine knew his own reason of state, he 

would choose Spain rather than France, but Malvezzi did not dare to trust that the unpredictable 

Lorraine would be guided even by this powerful motive: ‘I do not deem the interest of state 

sufficient with a man of such character to rest assured’.164 Importantly, Malvezzi had cunningly 

devised an escape clause for the unauthorized promise to Lorraine. He had negotiated an 

exemption to the warrant for a truce of under three years, and Malvezzi pointed out that after its 

expiration, such a truce could be prolonged for another three years, ‘and like this until 

eternity.’165 Just like the assurances to the Sedan party, this promise would be void once the 

needs of the moment had changed and its convenience had disappeared. 

                                                            
159 Lamboy to Malvezzi, 7 July 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 370:11, f. 117. 
160 Looking back in August, Ferdinand wrote to Philip IV that the death of the count had fundamentally 
changed the Sedan party (‘Con la muerte del Conde de Soissons se ha mudado mucho el partido’). 
Ferdinand to Philip IV, 16 August 1641, ARB SEG, 230, f. 97. 
161 For example Johann Behr von Lahr to Malvezzi, 9 July 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 370:11, f. 150. 
162 Malvezzi to Ferdinand, 11 July 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
163 ‘Viendome apretado.’ Ibid.; ‘El tiempo lo pidiesse’. ‘Papel del Marques Virgilio Malvezzi sobre los 
intereses del duque de Lorena’, s.d., ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 369:9, f. 141-42v. After the defeat of Châtillon, 
Richelieu might be prepared to make Lorraine splendid offers. Malvezzi to Ferdinand, 11 July 1641, ASB 
Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
164 ‘No juzgo bastante el interes de estado con persona de tal condicion para assegurarme’. Malvezzi to 
Ferdinand, 11 July 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
165 ‘Assi en infinito’. Ibid.. 
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For a moment, Malvezzi felt victorious. After signing the treaty, Lorraine would 

immediately join Ferdinand, while Malvezzi would first travel back to Sedan and guide the 

malcontents towards Aire. Now that they had the Duke on their side, ‘in the whole of France 

there are not enough arms that can stop them.’166 But that same afternoon, when Malvezzi had 

already entered his coach for the journey to Sedan, a chancellor of Lorraine appeared with a 

letter from his master. The Duke had received word that the King of France intended to march 

on the Duchy of Lorraine to utterly destroy it, and now his worried vassals called for his 

protection.167 Lorraine therefore asked leave to preserve his state. Malvezzi, however, 

considered it more to the advantage of these vassals if their lord would assist the Spanish king in 

Aire. Up until that moment, the negotiations had been conducted in purely practical terms on 

both sides, and now that the Duke claimed to pursue a more noble cause, Malvezzi had no faith 

or sympathy to spare. ‘Because I do not find any foundation for this request of His Highness,’ he 

wrote, ‘it makes me suspect that it is but an excuse to break the treaty’.168 Malvezzi told Lorraine 

that he was not authorized to concede to this request, but did decide to remain in Luxembourg 

for another couple of days. The next morning the Duke indeed seemed to have cooled down, and 

professed his willingness to ride to Flanders after all.169 In the presence of Malvezzi, the Duke of 

Lorraine finally crossed the Moselle and, ‘satisfied and cheerful’, Malvezzi took leave of him to 

make his way to Sedan.170 

What stands out in the negotiations with Lorraine is the matter-of-fact way in which they 

were entirely conducted on the basis of pretence and mutual suspicion. Although the actual use 

of schemes and deception in this small-scale diplomacy comes as no surprise, there was also a 

complete openness with which Malvezzi, for example, treated the genuine meaning of words or 

promises as obsolete. The notion that the specific needs of the situation can justify an 

unorthodox decision was presupposed. The Duke of Lorraine was so fickle, his actions so 

unpredictable yet his allegiance so important, that the only way of moving him was by 

dissimulation. In an undated reflection upon the Lorraine negotiations, Malvezzi made this quite 

explicit: 

 

Let it be true, that this business consist of dissimulating, and swallowing much; ways 

always familiar to great monarchies, and now necessary in that of Spain. I deem it 

                                                            
166 ‘En Franzia no ay armas que les pueden impedir la marcha.’ Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), 13 July 
1641 (1), ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
167 Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), 13 July 1641 (2), ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
168 ‘No hallando fundamento sobre esta peticion de S.A. me hazia temer fuesse escusa para romper el 
Tratado.’ Ibid.. 
169 Malvezzi to Ferdinand, 14 July 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
170 ‘Satisfecho y alegre’, ibid.. Before he left, Malvezzi reminded Lorraine of the conditions of their 
agreements in a final memorandum: ‘Papel que dio el Marques Virgilio Malvezzi al canciller del Duque de 
Lorena’, 14 July 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
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essential to find a way to secure ourselves of the Duke, and if that be by allowing him all 

the satisfactions we can give, then this would be the most convenient way.171 

 

Overtaken by necessity 

Malvezzi knew that the Catholic malcontents were an insecure ally, always prepared to reconcile 

with their king the moment it suited their interest.172 Bearing this in mind, Malvezzi travelled to 

Sedan around the 20th of July on the urgent mission to preserve the Duke of Bouillon for the 

Habsburg cause.173 Bouillon’s grievance mainly lay in the structural failure of the Habsburgs to 

provide Sedan with the promised money and provisions. With Soissons gone and the French 

royal troops posing a continuous threat to his stronghold, it became less and less attractive to 

maintain his dispute with his king. 

Perhaps especially because of his recent dealings with Lorraine, whom he thoroughly 

despised, Malvezzi took an instant liking to the prudent and brave Bouillon.174 On their first 

meeting the Duke impressed Malvezzi as ‘a species of the best kind I have come across in these 

times where good men are scarce’, and he advised Ferdinand to be generous with him.175 The 

first stage of the ensuing six days of intense negotiating, during which Malvezzi and Bouillon met 

several times a day at all hours, was dominated by Malvezzi’s attempts to persuade the Cardinal-

Infante to yield to Bouillon’s demands. His grounds were that this would be reasonable and 

convenient, and simply that it would serve to avoid the risk of losing Sedan after all the 

investment of effort and money. Once again showing risky initiative, Malvezzi ignored some of 

Ferdinand’s orders which he deemed contrary to the advantage of the monarchy. Again, he made 

an effort to explain his actions to his lord and commander by referring to the special 

circumstances.176 

In his attempts to convince the Duke of Bouillon, Malvezzi once more laboured under the 

pressure of the French advances. In the afternoon of 30 July, an agent of the Duke came to see 

                                                            
171 ‘Sea verdad, que todo esto negocio consiste in dissimular, y sufrir mucho, modos siempre 
acostumbrados en las grandes Monarquias, y agora necessarios en la de España. El hallar manera de 
assigurarse del Duque, lo tengo por preciso, y que sea el darle el Rey Nro Señor y V.A. todas las 
satisfaciones, que se pueden (...), sea el camino mas conbeniente.’ Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), 30 July 
1641 (3pm), ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. See also Snyder, Dissimulation and the Culture of 
Secrecy. 
172 ‘Sino es per salir de algun aprieto presente.’ ‘Papel del Marques Virgilio Malvezzi escrito al Conde 
Duque’, 5 March 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 369:5, f. 118v. 
173 Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), 20 July 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. While Malvezzi 
still focused on Lorraine, Bouillon had already had dealings with the Baron of Lamboy and the Abbé of 
Mercy. Lamboy to Malvezzi, 25 June 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 372:20, unfoliated. 
174 ‘Su prudencia y valor.’ Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), 29 July 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, 
unfoliated. 
175 ‘Un sogetto de los mejores que yo he platicado en una era tan falta de hombres que lo sean.’ Malvezzi to 
Ferdinand (minute), 29 July 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
176 Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), 30 July 1641 (2pm), ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
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Malvezzi with some unimportant messages, only to casually threaten that the Habsburgs gave 

Bouillon no choice but to reconcile with the king because of their failure to keep their promises. 

Malvezzi coolly assured him that grain, fodder, rope and gunpowder were on their way, and 

after the lifting of the siege of Aire, the Baron of Lamboy would ride directly to Sedan to protect 

it. To answer the agent’s implications that Aire had already been taken and that Ferdinand 

needed all the men he could muster to prevent the neighbouring territories from rising up in 

rebellion, Malvezzi lied that he knew nothing of the sort. ‘Seeing the business moving towards a 

breaking point’, Malvezzi then put an end to the argument by demanding an interview with 

Bouillon himself.177 

So the next morning he went to see the Duke, and although he was still in bed, Malvezzi 

‘gave him a lecture by way of conversation about the present state of Europe, (…) guiding it step 

by step towards the topic of the interest of the Duke.’178 Pleased with Malvezzi’s free manner of 

speaking, the Duke started pouring his heart out. He felt the pressure of the French royal army 

after the fall of Aire and Donchéry, and he had only one stronghold, not two. What would become 

of his wife and children if he lost it? Towards the end of their early morning talk, Bouillon 

assured Malvezzi that he ‘would not abandon the party if not out of necessity, and even in that 

case he would do nothing that does not suit a good person and an honourable gentleman.’179 And 

here Malvezzi had arrived at the catch of practising politics where the only guiding principle was 

the principle of necessity. It was inherently contingent upon ever-changing circumstances and, 

perhaps more disturbingly, was subject to individual interpretation. Painfully aware of this 

problem, Malvezzi later reflected on this to the Cardinal-Infante: 

 

I showed him[the Duke] how aware I was of this and, since I did not think it right to 

oppose necessity, I only told him that it is very difficult to recognize what and when it is, 

that makes something legitimate, when it is not such by itself. He told me, ‘according to 

the interpretation of every one.’ And I begged him to be aware that the Cardinal Richelieu 

is a great master at making one believe, with machinations and schemes, that necessity 

has arrived when it is still far away. (…) Sir, from his words one can conclude that he will 

not reconcile without necessity, but he judges that it has already arrived.180 

                                                            
177 ‘Viendo el negocio ir a manifesta rotura.’ Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), 30 July 1641 (4pm), ASB 
Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
178 ‘Esta mañana he ido a verme col D. que aun se allo en la cama e hicole un discurso por medio de 
conversacion del etado que tiene oy el Europa (...) traendolo a poco a poco asta el individuo de los 
intereses del Duque.’ Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), 31 July 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, 
unfoliated. 
179 ‘No dexaria el partido sino necesitado y que en tal no ara cosa que no se convenga a ombre bien y a 
Cav.o de honra’. Ibid.. 
180 ‘Mostrole yo quan seguro estaba de eso y no me pareciendo bien oponerme alla necesidad, solo le dixo 
ser muy dificil el conocer quando y qual es aquella, que aia licito lo que por si mismo no lo es. Me disse 



 

153 
 

 

According to Malvezzi, only a glorious victory in Aire could now save the situation, but 

this was out of his hands. After weeks of siege and various attempts at lifting it, the garrison of 

Aire surrendered to the French marshal La Meilleraye on the 26th of July, and that same day 

Donchéry was also lost to France. The Duke of Lorraine still found himself near Neufchâteau, not 

nearly close enough to be of any use.181 When the news of their victories reached King Louis and 

Richelieu, they attended a special Te Deum in the cathedral of Méziers to celebrate.182 This last 

turn of military fortune led to the loss of Bouillon.183 The next day, a messenger publicly 

announced in the streets of Sedan that the Duke of Bouillon had reconciled with the French king, 

and although Bouillon still denied this, their negotiations were now common knowledge.184 In a 

final attempt to tweak necessity, Malvezzi tried to find out what the king offered in order to 

judge the possibility of matching it, but a few days later the Duke came to tell him in person that 

he had signed an agreement with the King of France.185 Malvezzi was obliged to admit to the 

Cardinal-Infante that Bouillon was lost for the Habsburg cause.186 When the news of the Duke’s 

‘about-turn’ reached the Baron of Lamboy near Aire, he lamented that ‘such is the present day, 

one has to be patient’, but as it was, Malvezzi took leave of Bouillon with politeness and 

respect.187 The Duke was on his way to see the King of France, Malvezzi wrote to the Cardinal-

Infante, and seemed in very good spirits. That night, Sedan celebrated the reconciliation with 

artillery salutes and fireworks, and in the early morning of August 9, Malvezzi left the town for 

good. 

 

Finale 

Where in his own written histories Malvezzi could impose a frame of reason and morality upon 

the world to explain cause and effect, once he entered the political arena, the only certainty he 

retained was that nothing was certain. Most people were fickle and undependable, like Lorraine, 

which turned playing politics with them automatically into a risk. But dealing with rational men 

such as Bouillon was equally problematic, for by interpreting circumstances according to their 

own lights, they were likely to conclude that their convenience lay elsewhere. On top of this, 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
conforme a la interpretacion de cada uno. Y el Cardenal Richelieu es gran sogetto para dar a intender con 
machinas y tramoias la necesidad aver llegado quando aun esta lexos suplicarle advertir esto. (…) Señor 
de su discurso puede sacarse que sin necesidad no se concertara, pero que juzgara ia ser en ella.’ Ibid.. 
181 Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), 30 July 1641 (3pm), ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
182 Sacchi, Guerre de Trente Ans Vol. 3, 258; Vermeir, In staat van oorlog, 163. 
183 Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), 11 August 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
184 Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), 2 August 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
185 Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), 31 July 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
186 Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), 10 August 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
187 ‘Je iamais creu que mr le Duc de Bouillon auroit si tost tourné de face, apres tant des promesses faites. 
C’est le monde d’auiourdhuij, il faut avoir pacience.’ Lamboy to Malvezzi, Aire-sur-la-Lys (field), 17 August 
1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:21, unfoliated. 
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events beyond one’s control regularly turned a carefully constructed context upside down, for 

better or worse. The victory at La Marfée and the sudden death of Soissoins showed how closely 

the one could follow the other. This principle of unpredictability and lack of control guided 

Malvezzi in his one-on-one diplomacy. Once an occasion presented itself, he would not fail to 

emphasize the importance of seizing the moment. However, since he was not allowed to act 

autonomously, he needed to either wait for instructions whilst watching the moment pass, or act 

of his own accord and risk offending his superiors.  

The 1641 negotiations demonstrate the legitimizing use of necessity, interest and 

convenience in many shapes and forms. The one principle that is not mentioned, either as 

motivation or justification, is justice, or even a sense of obligation to motives other than 

necessity and convenience. The only time Malvezzi mentioned justice, he presented it as an 

added advantage to the fact that the Duke of Bouillon conveniently asked for a relatively small 

amount of money: ‘it seems to me that we have to concede to the Duke of Bouillon what he asks, 

which is luckily not that much, and with great justice.’188 Neither, as we have seen, does Malvezzi 

recognize an inherent value in keeping one’s word. In this respect, political reality was far 

removed from the idealized Spanish monarchy of Sucesos principales, ruled by reason and 

morality. 

 

How did the story of Malvezzi and the French nobles end? Soon after Malvezzi had left him, the 

Duke of Lorraine’s enthusiasm for the Habsburg cause disappeared once more. He moved very 

slowly on his way to Aire – Malvezzi suspected because he was still hoping for letters from the 

king of France – and reached it only after the town had fallen.189 By the end of August 1641 his 

fellow officers complained that Lorraine had ‘returned to his former habits’ and that his men 

were terrorizing the countryside190, and looking back in the winter of 1641, Malvezzi bitterly 

remarked that ‘if he had fulfilled his obligation, we would not have lost the Sedan party, nor Aire, 

and the monarchy would be in a very different state.’191 Just as Malvezzi had predicted in that 

same paper, in years to come Lorraine would keep changing allegiance  between the Habsburgs, 

Cardinal Mazarin and the Frondeurs. As for the Duke of Bouillon, he would not be able to leave 

Sedan to his heirs after all. In 1642 the town lost its independent status when Bouillon, after 

                                                            
188 ‘Parece se hà de dar al Duque de Buillon lo que pretende, que por ventura no es tanto, y es con maior 
justicia’. Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), Sedan, 30 July 1641 (2pm), ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, 
unfoliated. 
189 Three letters from Malvezzi to Ferdinand, 17 (minute), 20 and 23 July 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 
373:22, unfoliated; two letters from Mavezzi to Lorraine, 17 July 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 371:15, 
unfoliated; Henri, Duke of Guise to Malvezzi, 21 July 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 372:20, unfoliated. 
190 ‘Il duca di Lorena è tornato al suo vecchio costume.’ Baron of Roveroy to Malvezzi, 22 August 1641, ASB 
Malvezzi-Lupari, 371:15, unfoliated. 
191 ‘Si el cumplia con su obligacion, no se perdia ni el partido de Sedan, ni Aire, y la Monarquia se hallara oy 
en tan differente estado’. ‘Papel del Marques Virgilio Malvezzi sobre los intereses del duque de Lorena’, 
s.d., ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 369:9, f. 141-42v. 
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discovering another conspiracy, had to surrender it to the French crown in exchange for his 

life.192 

Virgilio Malvezzi was not blamed for the failed Bouillon mission and his disappointing 

achievement with Lorraine. The Cardinal-Infante wrote to King Philip IV in his report about the 

dealings with the Duke of Lorraine, that the Marquis ‘had conducted the affair with great 

prudence, but because of the extravagance of the Duque only few things have been achieved.’193 

Concerning Bouillon, Malvezzi himself wrote to Fabio Chigi that although the business had 

ended sadly, this was not for any lack of competence on his side: ‘I will say only (…) that there 

was not any person who laid blame on me in any way, and that I have received praise from the 

very same enemies, and more than anyone from the Cardinal Richelieu who, in the presence of 

the entire nobility of France and the king himself, extensively spoke in my praise, and many who 

attended credited me, and among others the Duke of Bouillon.’194 For Malvezzi, the autumn of 

1641 would be grim. Back in Brussels after the failed campaign, he felt miserable, lacking 

appetite and sleeping badly, his days filled with tedious work and more bad news. He confessed 

to Chigi that he longed to go home.195 To general dismay, the Cardinal-Infante fell ill and died on 

November 9, 1641, just 32 years old. As the year drew to a close, a desperate Olivares wrote 

Malvezzi that ‘the nature of such an extreme loss which the monarchy has suffered with the 

untimely death of my Lord the Infante, and my duty to suffer it together with so many other 

causes for sorrow which accompany it, will tell you, Sir, in what deep pain this news leaves 

me.’196 

Malvezzi also dwelled on the reason for the failure of the Bouillon negotiations in a small 

comment. He deemed that he had not been able to analyze the circumstances well enough to 

defeat contingency. Could this be blamed on him, could he have foreseen certain turns of events 

and have taken different decisions? Well aware that necessity did not allow predictions, 

Malvezzi probably did not reproach himself. ‘Enfin, Sir, I will not say more on top of my actions,’ 

                                                            
192 Church, Richelieu and Reason of State, 328–32. See also Malvezzi to Melo, 9 September 1642, ASB 
Malvezzi-Lupari, 370:12, f. 23. 
193 ‘La ha ydo dirigiendo con grande prudencia pero con la extravagancia del Duque han sido raros los 
accidentes que han occurrido’. Ferdinand to Philip IV, 20 July 1641, ARB SEG, 230, f. 44-45. See also the 
letter from 17 July 1641, ARB SEG, 230, f. 33r-v. 
194 ‘Le dirò solo (...) che non vi è persona che mi dia colpa in niente, e che ho ricevuta lode dagli stessi 
nemici, e più che da niuno dal Cardenale Rocegli che, in presenza della prima nobilità di Francia e di quel 
Re medesimo, longamente parlò in mia lode, come mi riferiscono molti che vi si trovarono, e fra gl’altri il 
Duca di Buglione.’ Malvezzi to Chigi, 13 September 1641, in Crisafulli, Lettere a Fabio Chigi, 164. 
195 Malvezzi to Chigi, 11 October 1641, in Crisafulli, Lettere a Fabio Chigi, 165. 
196 ‘La calidad de tan extrema perdida como ha hecho la Monarquia en la temprana muerte del 
Serenissimo Infante mi Señor y mi obligacion a sentir la con tantos otros motivos de dolor como 
acompañan estos diran a VS al estado en que me dexa esta nueva’. Olivares to Malvezzi, 7 December 1641, 
ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 372:19, unfoliated. 
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he wrote, ‘except that they have all been directed at serving His Majesty and Your Highness, and 

that I may have gone wrong for failure of understanding, but never for lack of good intentions.’197 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Friedrich Meinecke concluded about the development of the ‘policy of interest and the doctrine 

of interest’ during the early seventeenth century that it was ‘possible for this doctrine, when 

applied to concrete reality, and to the manifold relationships of State power, to deteriorate easily 

into a materialistic ability for calculation, into a utilitarian technique and mechanisms of the 

political trade.’198 Yet this was not all bad, he argued, for playing politics during that period was 

in fact just like a game: 

  

There was (as we said earlier on) the same kind of pleasure in pursuing such a policy, as 

there is in playing a game of chess – and ultimately the same, too, as an experienced 

diplomat feels even today. It was able to take on a playful and sportive character. To 

assess correctly the secret motives and resources of all the potentates of Europe, great 

and small, and to manipulate them properly – what an attraction this held for strong 

personalities!199 

 

In Malvezzi’s world, political success depended on unmasking the pretentions of one’s fellow 

players, on a skill to predict the unpredictable. In that sense, his endeavours did resemble a 

game of chess, with Malvezzi trying to fathom the next move of a notoriously capricious 

opponent. The game was all open and included plenty of scheming and bluffing. In his mind, and 

on paper, Malvezzi could shift and edit the players until they were in line with some form of 

causality and meaning. But in the political arena, where all players could act according to their 

own interpretation of necessity, he was often reduced to reacting to rather than composing, 

trumped by occurrences removed from the realm of human control or understanding. And 

picturing a defeated Malvezzi quietly leaving the celebrating Sedan, it is hard to share 

Meinecke’s enthusiasm. 

 

Virgilio Malvezzi’s oeuvre had tremendous success in contemporary Europe. His moral-political 

biographies were translated and reissued continuously throughout the seventeenth century in 

                                                            
197 ‘Enfin Señor no diré mas en abono de mis acciones, sino que todas han sido dirigidas a servir Su 
Magestad y a Vuestra Alteza, y que por falta de entendimiento las puedo haver errado, pero no de 
voluntad’. Malvezzi to Ferdinand (minute), 11 August 1641, ASB Malvezzi-Lupari, 373:22, unfoliated. 
198 Meinecke, Machiavellism, 194. 
199 Ibid., 195. 
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both Catholic and Protestant countries, but his works related to the Spanish monarchy also 

found their way to bookshelves far beyond the borders of the monarchy. When he described the 

main events of the Spanish monarchy in his historical-political prose, Malvezzi used a principle 

of reason and morality to impose patterns of meaning and causality. The monarchy patiently 

underwent its trials and never acted without rationality. Political practice, Malvezzi found, was 

far removed from this ideal. The actions of his fellow players within the political arena were 

brought about by individual interests and subjective interpretations of necessity.  

Thus, there was a wide gap between Malvezzi’s role as an author who could present the 

politics of the Spanish monarchy in the moral frame of his own choosing, and as an agent who 

pushed the moral laws which he had so tirelessly advocated in his published prose to their 

limits, with his feigning and dissimulating and eager recruiting of the notion of necessity to 

explain and justify his choices. Is this discrepancy exceptional, and does it make Malvezzi’s case 

problematic? To place it in perspective, we can compare Malvezzi’s to the case of Georg Palma, a 

physician from Nuremberg active in the sixteenth century. Studying Palma’s library of some 

eight hundred volumes next to the notebooks which bear witness to the way he practiced his 

profession, Hannah Murphy has recently uncovered a profound discontinuity between his 

literary medical activities (book buying and note taking) and the image that emerges when this 

is applied to the demands of practice. The discrepancy followed from the fact that Palma’s notes 

derived from use, which in this physician’s case meant different ways of categorizing medical 

knowledge. But in spite of the discontinuity, Murphy has pointed out that the discrepancy 

between the printed genre of commonplace knowledge and the private space of practice was 

part of a professional identity. Palma’s professional expertise depended on creating that 

difference, as well as navigating it.200  

Like Palma, Malvezzi did not reflect on the discrepancy between the frames in which he 

cast his moral and political knowledge and observations in his theoretical work and his 

expertise as a diplomatic agent, which consisted for a large part in navigating the rocky reality of 

a political practice where moral laws seemed to have disappeared. Their cases suggest that the 

gap between theory and practice was not exceptional, and this is perhaps not surprising; 

different capacities require different behaviour and different frames of reference. However, 

Malvezzi did use techniques he had also employed in writing his moral-political prose. He 

selected and organized generalities, mixed them with present circumstances, and used them to 

tell a story in order to convince or make a point. In creating Sucesos principales, he did this in 

order to construct a narrative of the moral and rational Spanish monarchy; in the political arena, 

he employed these techniques to sometimes literally move others to action. 

                                                            
200 Hannah Murphy, ‘Common Places and Private Spaces: Libraries, Record-Keeping and Orders of 
Information in Sixteenth-Century Medicine’, Past & Present 230, no. suppl. 11 (2016): 253–68. 
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Thinking along these lines, in both theory and practice manipulating information and 

narrative construction could be directed towards morality. During the 1641 missions Malvezzi 

eagerly advocated the breaking of promises, dissimulation and deception because certain 

circumstances called for it and allowed it. As a writer, Malvezzi was the sole constructor of the 

mosaic, the only one to present circumstances in such a way that they conveyed his intended 

meaning, while, of course, in the political arena, everybody did this. Yet both as an idealistic 

writer and as a political actor, the way in which Malvezzi shuffled maxims and circumstances 

and distributed meaning was a form of manipulating necessity on paper. Malvezzi’s case 

strongly suggests that for reason of state, the concept of necessity bridges the gap between 

theory and practice. Both in moral and historical prose, and in documents that proceed from 

practice, necessity can be presented as a circumstance that overrides moral law in its aim to 

pursue the interest of state – without crossing the boundary of the morally acceptable. 

Finally, an important parallel between Malvezzi and the Tacitists and Lipsius translators 

discussed in the previous chapters deserves highlighting. For all of them, working within the 

ethical constraints of a Catholic monarchy posed problems when prognosticating or conducting 

thought experiments with policies that pushed the limits of the ethically acceptable. Here, 

ancient history provided a relatively safe setting. Cato employed the example of Tiberius to 

express ruthless reason of state, while Alvía de Castro wrote his thoughts on the Dutch question 

entirely in the setting of Tacitus’ histories. Malvezzi used his Roman kings to reflect upon a 

political reality in which necessity could overrule morality, thus allowing him to hypothetically 

try out unorthodox political strategies. With Numa and Romulus in his Petri dish, Malvezzi could 

exercise his sense of political development and causality without the need to engage too much 

with Christian ethics. When it came to implementing theory into practice, this was more 

practical than the intellectual tour de force of reconciling a Christian notion of Providence with 

politics. In spite of his constant awareness of the direct needs of the moment, in his attitude and 

actions Malvezzi seemed to be primarily guided by models from ancient rather than recent 

history.  

Malvezzi and his contemporaries firmly believed that the political skill of prudence came 

from history. For a deeper understanding of the interplay among history in its various forms, 

notions of morality, and necessity, the writings of one individual do not suffice. In order to 

examine the dynamics of these concepts, along with the organizing mechanisms, over several 

decades and involving numerous persons, in the final chapter we shall move to the Spanish 

deliberations and negotiations about peace or truce with the Dutch rebels. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

Experience, conscience and necessity 

Spanish debates about peace or truce in the Netherlands 

 

 

 

 

The experience of sixty years of warfare has demonstrated that the war in Flanders has 

been the most lengthy, costly, bloody and interminable the world has ever seen, and of 

such a bad character that we have lost all hope of ending it by way of arms.1 

Don Fernando de Girón, voto Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628 

 

 
By the 1620s the Spanish war in the Netherlands had been going on for over 60 years. Statesmen 

such as Don Fernando de Girón, quoted above, were part of a generation that had grown up with 

the guerra de Flandes as an ongoing conflict that drained the royal coffers and placed the 

constellation of the Spanish monarchy under constant pressure. Attempts at peaceful 

reconciliation had been made parallel to the fighting from the very start of the rebellion, 

culminating in the Twelve Years’ Truce of 1609. Although both the Spanish king and the Dutch 

Republic refused to prolong the Truce after its expiration, during the decades that followed 

counsellors and agents in- and outside Madrid continued to debate the options for a new peace 

or truce. The experience of the long war itself now became a crucial source of wisdom on the 

most expedient manner of finishing the seemingly ‘interminable’ conflict, and this often pointed 

in the direction of negotiating with the Protestant rebels. For a sovereign prince responsible for 

the well-being of a large number of realms and a self-proclaimed defender of the Catholic faith, 

the practical need for peace often collided with matters of conscience. 

This chapter discusses the various rounds of debates and reflections on whether and 

how to conclude peace or truce with the Dutch rebels during the second half of the Eighty Years’ 

War, by agents and statesmen from various parts of the Spanish monarchy. What solutions were 

conceivable when attempts to preserve Spanish dominion over the Low Countries ran contrary 

to the demands of the Catholic faith, and the preservation of the rest of the other realms? Could 

                                                            
1 ‘Voto de Don Fernando de Girón’, in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado, Legajo 
2042, f. 97. 
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special circumstances allow for special measures or concessions that might deviate from the 

princely obligations towards religion and reputation? And who was to say when these 

circumstances obtained? Agents and counsellors were at the center of a constant cycle of 

collecting and assessing information, often based on the experience of the war in which they 

themselves had played an active part. Projecting likely future courses, they searched for the 

utmost expedience within the boundaries of royal conscience and obligations. Debating the 

Dutch question, they effectively addressed the conflict between moral and religious principle 

and necessity-driven pragmatism. 

Attempts to settle the Eighty Years’ War through peaceful reconciliation have recently 

started to receive attention from historians of political culture. Endeavours during the first 

decades of the Dutch Revolt, mostly by members of the nobility, have been reconstructed by 

Violet Soen, while Laura Manzano Baena has analysed the negotiations that culminated in the 

peace treaty of Münster.2 The only successful outcome of the conciliatory efforts previous to 

Münster, the Twelve Years’ Truce, traditionally has been studied with special attention by 

historians working on the Dutch Republic because of its significance as the de facto recognition 

of the new state.3 In recent publications on the Truce, the focus has shifted towards a wider 

international perspective. A number of studies in the Spanish volume El arte de la prudencia 

placed the treaty at the centre of a European move towards compromise, peace and tolerance 

during the first decades of the seventeenth century and paid attention to its global political and 

economic implications.4 The volume recently edited by Randall Lesaffer has approached the 

Truce within its legal and diplomatic contexts, with special emphasis on the significance of the 

text in the formation of the early modern law of nations, which reflected radical changes to the 

laws of war and peace that started to take place around 1600.5 

Arguments about whether or not the Crown should try to conclude peace with the Dutch 

revolved around two main issues that posed dilemmas: sovereignty and religion. The legitimacy 

                                                            
2 Violet Soen, Vredehandel: adellijke en Habsburgse verzoeningspogingen tijdens de Nederlandse Opstand 
(1564-1581) (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2012); Laura Manzano Baena, Conflicting Words: 
The Peace Treaty of Münster (1648) and the Political Culture of the Dutch Republic and the Spanish 
Monarchy (Louvain: Leuven University Press, 2011). 
3 Simon Groenveld, Unie, Bestand, Vrede: drie fundamentele wetten van de Republiek der Verenigde 
Nederlanden (Hilversum: Verloren, 2009), and Het Twaalfjarig Bestand, 1609-1621: de jongelingsjaren van 
de Republiek der Verenigde Nederlanden (Den Haag: Haags Historisch Museum, 2009); Jan den Tex, 
Oldenbarnevelt, Vol. 3: Bestand, 1609-1619 (Haarlem: Tjeenk Willink, 1966); Henri van der Mandere, Het 
12-Jarige Bestand En de Vrede van Munster, ed. Karel Oudendijk (Assen: Born, 1947). During the Truce, 
hostilities between the Dutch and Spanish continued in the form of a trade war in the East and West 
Indies, and Jonathan Israel drew attention to the Atlantic dimension of the war and Truce: Israel, The 
Dutch Republic and the Hispanic World, 42–65, 86–96, 117–53; Peter Brightwell, ‘The Spanish System and 
the Twelve Years’ Truce’, The English Historical Review 89, no. 351 (1974): 270–92. 
4 Bernardo José García García, Manuel Herrero Sánchez, and Alain Hugon, eds, El arte de la prudencia: la 
Tregua de los Doce Años en la Europa de los pacificadores (Madrid: Fundación Carlos de Amberes, 2012). 
5 Randall Lesaffer, ed., The Twelve Years’ Truce (1609): Peace, Truce, War and Law in the Low Countries at 
the Turn of the 17th Century (Leiden etc.: Brill, 2014). 
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of the Spanish kings was inextricably connected to the defence and advancement of the Roman 

Catholic faith.6 Spanish monarchs were bound by duty to care for the spiritual welfare of their 

subjects and also to oversee the institutions that allowed them to lead ordered and Christian 

lives.7 Since the start of the Dutch Revolt, only Protestants had the right to publicly exercise their 

religion in the northern Low Countries, while Catholic worship was only tacitly allowed in 

private houses. Like other non-Calvinists, Catholics were also excluded from public office. The 

idea of the Hispanic monarchy as invested with a specific Christian mission imposed a particular 

duty towards the Catholics living in the northern Low Countries, namely to safeguard the 

conditions under which they could attain spiritual beatitude. 

The other dilemma was whether the king in negotiating with what he considered rebel 

subjects could legitimately cede sovereignty to the Dutch. Here, the medieval tenet of the 

inalienability of sovereignty came into play. According to Roman and canonical law, a king was a 

guardian or curator of his office and as such could not alienate its essential functions. As Laura 

Baena has pointed out, the limitations on the king in alienating territories belonging to his 

domain were still commonplace in seventeenth-century Spain. The king could not harm his own 

authority, not even for the well-being of his subjects, and was moreover in charge of guarding 

his sovereignty for the future generations of his family.8 He could rightfully cede sovereignty 

only to his heirs, as Philip II did in 1598 by ceding the Low Countries to his daughter, the Infanta 

Isabella Clara Eugenia. The Infanta was to marry Archduke Albert of Austria, and if the couple 

remained childless, sovereignty over the Low Countries would return to the king of Spain.9 

During their Joyous Entry in Brussels and the other towns in the southern Low Countries, the 

Archdukes presented themselves as sovereign rulers accountable only to God, but in fact they 

remained to a large extent accountable to Madrid.10 Special clauses in the Act of Cession 

stipulated that the Archdukes needed to follow Madrid in their foreign policy, the government 

                                                            
6 See Bireley, The Counter-‐Reformation Prince; Harro Höpfl, ‘Orthodoxy and reason of state’, 211-37; 
Manuel Rivero Rodríguez, La España de Don Quijote. Un viaje al siglo de oro (Madrid: Alianza, 2005), 48-59, 
88-92. 
7 Nicole Reinhardt, Voices of Conscience: Royal Confessors and Political Counsel in Seventeenth-Century 
Spain and France (Oxford etc.: Oxford University Press, 2016), 169. 
8 Baena, Conflicting Words, 182–84; Peter Riesenberg, Inalienability of Sovereignty in Medieval Political 
Thought (New York: Columbia University Press, 1956). 
9 The process of cession and the different clauses of the Act are reconstructed in detail in Alicia Esteban 
Estríngana, ‘Los Estados de Flandes. Reversión territorial de las Provincias Leales 1598-1623’, in La 
Monarquía de Felipe III, Vol. IV: Los Reinos, eds Manuel Rivero Rodríguez and José Martínez Millán (Madrid: 
Fundación Mapfre, 2008), 593–682. 
10 Margit Thøfner, ‘The Ideal of Sovereignty in the Joyous Entries of the Archduke Albert and the Infanta 
Isabella’, in Albert & Isabella, 1598-1621: Essays, eds Werner Thomas and Luc Duerloo (Turnhout: Brepols, 
1998), 55–66. 
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structure copied a Spanish model, many high offices were held by Spaniards and the Army of 

Flanders remained under Spanish control.11 

The dilemmas of sovereignty and religious responsibility were firmly located within the 

context of the composite monarchy, an empire that extended from the Iberian Peninsula and 

Italy to the Low Countries and from the East Indies to the Atlantic. The king of Spain was obliged 

to defend the Catholic souls and his own position of power in all those different parts and 

administer justice everywhere alike. In the first chapter we have seen how Lipsius and his 

readings provided ways to think about these issues and conceive of conceptual tools to manage 

them, primarily strategic dissimulation and necessity. The reception of Tacitus has 

demonstrated how the use of history was complex yet crucial in both formulating ideas about 

statecraft, and in giving practical yet legitimate advice, especially when it involved predicting the 

future. The case of the deliberations about peace or truce in the Low Countries connects the 

dilemmas of power and conscience more firmly with the complex nature of ruling a composite 

monarchy. Conscience would not allow the king, for instance, to spend the entire royal budget on 

attempts to regain his dominion over the northern Low Countries if that would cause him to 

neglect the Indies, especially because this would jeopardize the preservation of the Catholic faith 

in these newly converted territories. Nor did it conform to the obligations of justice and equity to 

inflict suffering on his loyal subjects in Castile by raising taxes in order to pay for the submission 

of rebels. Apart from the dictates of conscience, the risk of provoking fresh rebellion was often 

real.  

Preserving the state was thus possible only if solutions were found that respected the 

balance of the global entity of the Spanish monarchy. In deliberating whether and how a peace 

or truce settlement with the Dutch could be sought, counsellors and agents of all sorts discussed 

the boundaries of conscience and the extent to which the king should act according to pragmatic 

considerations. Because it was directed at preserving or re-establishing dominion over the 

various realms of the monarchy, reason of state was at the heart of this weighing of principle and 

pragmatism. Prominent among the counsellors were Juan de Idiáquez, the veteran statesman 

who had also been active in disseminating the ideas of Lipsius; William Semple, a hispanized 

Scot who prided himself on his extensive experience; Ambrogio Spinola, a Genovese soldier-

banker intent on minimizing the damage of warfare; Antonio de Sotomayor, a royal confessor 

torn between accepting concessions in the field of religion and losing the Netherlands for 

Catholicism altogether. As each decade of the war added to its history and the rounds of 

                                                            
11 In modern research the relationship has been characterized as ‘dependent independence’: Werner 
Thomas and Luc Duerloo, eds, Albert & Isabella, 1598-1621: Essays (Turnhout: Brepols, 1998), 2; Hugo de 
Schepper and Geoffrey Parker, The Formation of Government Policy in the Catholic Netherlands under ‘the 
Archdukes’, 1956-1621 (London: Longman, 1976); Werner Thomas, ‘Andromeda Unbound. The Reign of 
Albert and Isabella in the Southern Netherlands, 1598-1621’, in Albert & Isabella, 1598-1621: Essays, eds 
Werner Thomas and Luc Duerloo (Turnhout: Brepols, 1998), 1–15. 
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negotiations turned into precedents for fresh ones, pragmatic arguments were often inspired by 

experience. 

During the Truce debates many counsellors consciously marshalled their personal 

recollections to the benefit of solving the Dutch question. Experience was thus easy to conflate 

with memory or a form of engagement with the past that meaningfully connects the past to the 

present. Memory depended on selection, as, for example Alexandra Walsham has demonstrated 

on the basis of memories of the English Reformation, and for all sort of reasons early modern 

people continually reconfigured their personal pasts.12 Although during the debates about the 

Dutch question it was mostly individuals who offered their experience, often to recommend 

themselves, it has long been noted that even the most personal and individual memories are to a 

large extent shaped by the memories of others and by the culture in which they are being 

remembered.13 The memory of the Twelve Years’ Truce acquired among Spanish statesmen and 

counsellors the dimensions of a collective trauma, which cast, to use Aleida Assmann’s phrase, a 

‘long shadow’ over the peace deliberations during the ensuing decades.14 In the practice of the 

debates, experience or the ‘mother of prudence’ became a crucial term that covered all sorts of 

memory and wisdom acquired from the past. Together with a notions of extenuating necessity 

and utility, experience challenged conscience. Yet opposites needed to unite in order to end the 

‘interminable’ war. 

This chapter first offers a chronological reconstruction of the various rounds of peace 

and truce negotiations during the later stages of the Eighty Years’ War from the perspective of 

the Spanish monarchy. It briefly glances at the negotiations that led to the Twelve Years’ Truce, 

which have been covered elsewhere but were crucial for future talks. On the basis of archival 

material it then reconstructs a number of truce deliberations which, perhaps because of their 

unsuccessful outcome, have received little scholarly attention: the peace negotiations at the 

border town of Roosendael around 1628, those in Maastricht and The Hague around 1632, and 

the talks following the Spanish conquest of Fort Schenkenschans around 1634.15 Finally it 

addresses the concepts that were crucial throughout the deliberations, that is, experience, 

conscience and necessity.  

                                                            
12 Walsham, ‘History, Memory, and the English Reformation’, 915. For a recent historiographical overview 
of cultural memory, personal versus public memory practices, and the ‘memory boom’ of the late 
twentieth century, see Jasper van der Steen, Memory Wars in the Low Countries, 1566-1700 (Leiden etc.: 
Brill, 2015), 16–23, or Pollmann, Memory in Early Modern Europe, 8–10. 
13 Pollmann, Memory in Early Modern Europe, 1, 3. 
14 Aleida Assmann, Der lange Schatten der Vergangenheit: Erinnerungskultur und Geschichtspolitik 
(Munich: C.H. Beck, 2016). See also Pollmann, Memory in Early Modern Europe, 4. 
15 The peace deliberations during the second half of the Eighty Years’ War have been studied exclusively 
from a military-strategic perspective, mostly by Jonathan Israel and René Vermeir: Vermeir, In Staat van 
Oorlog, esp. 109-134; Israel, The Dutch Republic and the Hispanic World, 154–61, 223–49, 299–314. See 
also Joseph Cuvelier, ‘Les négociations diplomatiques de Roosendael, 1627-1630’, in Mélanges d’histoire 
offerts à Henri Pirenne (Brussels: Vromant, 1926). 
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This analysis demonstrates that even when the issues under debate were ethical in the 

sense that they revolved around religion and reputation, arguments for both war and peace 

were essentially based on practical considerations, such as the assessments of the present 

situation or conjectures about the likely consequences of a particular course of action. They 

were expressed in pragmatic language and firmly historicized, with reference to concrete 

situations in the monarchy’s (recent) past, present and future. The mechanism counsellors and 

agents employed in countering conscience was presenting the circumstances of a particular 

situation in such a way – through careful describing, ordering, and analysing of information and 

experience – that it demonstrated the condition of necessity. For in practice there was no 

arguing, practically nor morally, with necessity. 

 

I – NEGOTIATIONS 

 

Towards truce 

In November 1602 Don Juan de Idiáquez, a veteran Councillor of State who had advised King 

Philip II through much of the Dutch Revolt, had had enough. The monarchy needed a pause from 

the strain of the war in Flanders. It made no sense to keep spending money in order to conquer 

yet another stronghold, ‘which makes no difference to the eventual end we pursue, as can be 

judged by the experience of the past.’ Continuing the war in this way contributed nothing 

towards the king’s ‘urgent obligation to preserve his patrimony and to not abandon his obedient 

vassals.’16 Idiáquez counselled very much along the lines of the policy of imperial retreat or Pax 

Hispanica which the Spanish monarchy was tentatively adopting.17 Yet it was above all Archduke 

Albert, intimately aware of the exhaustion of the southern Low Countries, who desired a peace 

with the Northern Provinces.18 The Archduke was also the Captain-General of the Army of 

Flanders, and he planned a large offensive against the rebellious Northern Provinces, which 

should immediately be followed by peace talks.19 In the Northern Provinces a growing number 

of peace advocates led by Grand Pensionary Johan van Oldenbarnevelt likewise aimed at a peace 

                                                            
16 ‘Quando se hiciesse el esfuerço que se puediesse segun el esado de la hazienda de VMd, pararia enganar 
alguna plaça como otras vezes se havia hecho, que seria de ningun momento para el fin que se pretende 
como se podra juzgar de la experiencia de lo passado’; ‘la obligacion preçissa que corre a VMd de 
conservar aquel patrimonio paternal y no desamparar los vasallos en su devida obediencia.’ Consulta 
Consejo de Estado, 26 November 1602, AGS Estado Leg. 634, f. 62. 
17 The first significant act in this policy was the conclusion of peace with England in 1604. Allen, Philip III, 
83, 170–84, 221–33. 
18 Juan Lopez de Ugarte to the Duke of Lerma, 27 June 1603, RAH Mss 9-7161-6. 
19 Eduardo de Mesa Gallego, La pacificación de Flandes: Spínola y las campañas de Frisia (1604-1609) 
(Madrid: Ministerio de Defensa, 2009), 43–44; Allen, Philip III, 144. For the Archduke as Captain-General, 
see Werner Thomas, ‘De val van het Nieuwe Troje’, in De val van het Nieuwe Troje: het beleg van Oostende 
1601-1604, ed. Werner Thomas (Leuven: Davidsfonds, 2004), 6–19. See also Consulta Consejo de Estado 
(minute), 6 January 1609, AGS Estado Leg. 626, f. 6. 
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or a lengthy truce, but only provided that the king of Spain would unconditionally acknowledge 

the sovereignty of the Dutch Republic.20  

Exploratory talks to end the war on the basis of the status quo started in 1606. Both 

parties wanted a temporary cease fire while talks were held, but in order to negotiate with the 

seven Northern Provinces as a single party with the legal capacity to act, Albert needed to 

acknowledge their liberty.21 Under these conditions an armistice was agreed to on 12 April 

1607.22 Although there had been no mention of ceding sovereignty at this stage, Philip III and his 

Council of State were displeased with the Archduke acknowledging the Republic’s liberty. They 

knew, however, that undermining the Archduke’s actions would signify loss of honour and 

reputation. Idiáquez advised Philip to tread carefully with the Archduke. From visibly 

withdrawing his confidence ‘could follow great inconveniences’, and it was best just to tell the 

Archduke ‘plainly and simply’ that what His Majesty holds for ‘convenient to the preservation of 

the loyal states, goes against what His Highness has agreed with the rebels.’23 Writing from the 

Netherlands, Ambrogio Spinola insisted that he was aware of the displeasure the armistice had 

caused, but that since the king was unable to provide additional funds towards the war effort, 

continuing the struggle was simply out of the question.24 Spinola, a descendent of a family of 

Genovese bankers, had been appointed General of the Army of Flanders in 1605, bringing little 

military experience, but considerable capital and much charisma.25  

King Philip III eventually decided to ratify the armistice under the strict condition that, 

by way of exchange for the acknowledgement of the Dutch liberty, free Catholic worship in the 

Republic would be guaranteed. The royal ratification did not reach the Netherlands until October 

1607, and between February and August 1608 the Spanish and Dutch delegations negotiated in 

                                                            
20 Groenveld, Unie, Bestand, Vrede, 91. 
21 ‘Liber ende vry.’ Ibid., 94–96.  
22 Allen, Philip III, 172–79. 
23 ‘Podrian resultar grandes ynconvinientes’; ‘lisa y llanamente’; ‘convenir assi a la seguridad de sus 
altezas y a la conservacion de los estados obedientes es contra lo que su Alteza a capitulado con los 
Rebeldes.’ Consulta Consejo de Estado, 10 May 1607, AGS Estado Leg. 2025, f. 30. Another counsellor 
likewise emphasized the need to be careful for the sake of the ‘security of the Archdukes and the 
preservation of the states, which is the principal aim that drives Your Majesty’ (‘La seguridad de sus 
altezas y a la conservacion de los estados, que es el principal fin que a VMd le mueve’). Consulta Consejo 
de Estado, 10 May 1607, AGS Estado Leg. 2025, f. 30. See also Consulta Consejo de Estado, 12 May 1607, 
AGS Estado Leg. 2025, f. 28. 
24 Consejo de Estado 6 June 1607, Resumen Carta Spínola 19 May 1607 AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 73; 
Spinola to Philip III, 1607-06-25, AGS Estado Leg. 2025, f. 36. 
25 He would hold this post until 1629 and became a key figure in the Habsburg military enterprise, and 
especially in its peace ouvertures. From 1604 Spinola was also in charge of the finances of the Army of 
Flanders and constantly pressed Madrid for additional funds. Mesa Gallego, La pacificación de Flandes, 43–
44; Allen, Philip III, 144; Joseph Lefèvre, Spinola et la Belgique, 1601-1627 (Bruxelles: Renaissance du livre, 
1947), 27–28. The Council of State did seem to appreciate Spinola’s concern: Consulta Consejo de Estado, 
6 June 1607, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 74. 
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The Hague.26 Initially the parties explored the possibilities of reaching a full peace. However, the 

first point on the agenda, the navigation of the Indies, already proved a stumbling block. The 

Dutch pointed out that the Spanish demand of prohibiting all Dutch maritime activity in the 

overseas possessions below the Equator was contrary to international law.27 Hugo Grotius had 

just demonstrated how natural and divine law decreed that, like the skies, the sea could not be 

occupied or divided by individuals or states. Even Spanish lawyers had declared the open sea 

free territory.28 Next came the issue of religion, which was fundamental to both the Spanish and 

the Dutch because of its implications for authority and sovereignty. In the Republic, a Reformed 

Calvinist minority considered Catholics not just to be misguided in their confession, but also 

guilty of high treason.29 Philip’s condition of acknowledging Dutch liberty only in exchange for 

free Catholic worship was therefore, as Spinola and Albert pointed out, tantamount to a rupture 

of the negotiations, for the Dutch would never cave in.30 On 22 August 1608, the Dutch 

delegation did indeed leave the peace talks. 

All hope of a permanent peace had now faded, but a long truce might still be attainable. 

After mediation by the French ambassador Jeannin, ‘who took into account the necessity of the 

times’, a truce was proposed for the duration of twelve years.31 The talks were resumed in March 

in Antwerp, and after swiftly negotiating the amendments, the parties signed the Twelve Years’ 

Truce on 9 April.32 A semantic compromise had been reached regarding Dutch liberty. The first 

article of the French version of the Truce declared that the Spanish monarchy had negotiated 

with the seven provinces ‘comme avec états libres’, which could be interpreted as a fictional ‘as if 

they were free.’ The Dutch version, on the other hand, more specifically stipulated that the 

provinces were free in reality.33 Philip III was not particularly pleased with the construction. 

                                                            
26 The Habsburg delegation was led by Spinola and consisted of Secretary of State and War in Brussels 
Don Juan Mancidor, the Franciscan brother Jan Neyen, president of the Archduke’s Secret Council Jean 
Richardot, and the audiencier Louis Verreycken. The Republic’s delegation was formally led by William 
Louis of Nassau, Stadtholder of Friesland, since Maurice of Nassau had refused the honour. Although 
Oldenbarnevelt came fourth in hierarchy, he was the political life and soul of the Dutch delegation. Also 
present were delegates from France, England, Denmark and a representative of the Holy Roman Emperor, 
formally to advise and effectively to guard their own interests. Groenveld, Unie, Bestand, Vrede, 96-99. See 
also Consulta Consejo de Estado, 28 Febuary 1608, AGS Estado Leg. 2025, f. 87. 
27 Consulta Consejo de Estado (minute), 26 May 1608, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 39. 
28 Grotius substantiated this claim anonymously in Mare Liberum (1609), and in an elaborated version of 
De Iure Praedae (1606). Henricus Nellen, Hugo de Groot: een leven in strijd om de vrede, 1583-1645 
(Amsterdam: Balans, 2007), 94–97; Willem Eysinga, De wording van het Twaalfjarig Bestand van 9 april 
1609 (Amsterdam: Noord-Hollandsche uitgevers Maatschappij, 1959), 44–45; Allen, Philip III, 206. 
29 Groenveld, Unie, Bestand, Vrede, 100. 
30 Consulta Consejo de Estado (minute), 26 May 1608, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 39. Allen, Philip III, 213-
222. 
31 ‘Teniendo consideración a la necesidad del tiempo.’ Consulta Consejo de Estado (minute), sd [October] 
1608, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 59. For the pressure on Philip III, see Consulta Consejo de Estado (minute), 
27 October 1608, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 22; Consulta Consejo de Estado (minute), 23 January 1609, AGS 
Estado Leg. 626, f. 5. 
32 Groenveld, Unie, Bestand, Vrede, 104–5. 
33 Ibid., 106–7. 
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Before ratifying the treaty he tried to add a clause specifying that although he had treated the 

provinces as free, ‘with this we do not cede, nor wish to cede to them sovereignty, nor make 

them free forever, but during the truce we will only treat them as such’, but he was persuaded to 

drop this demand.34 In the end, all the major issues on which the parties had not been able to 

agree – sovereignty, religion and the navigation of the Indies – were simply not mentioned in the 

text of the treaty.35 

After the proclamation of the Truce from the Antwerp town hall on 14 April 1609 (Image 

6), all over the Low Countries festivities commenced in the form of processions, bonfires, cannon 

salutes and the tolling of bells, although the Truce was also criticized in various types of 

pamphlets and in literary writing.36 At the Spanish court, the reception of the Truce was 

lukewarm at best. The opinion prevailed that it had been a necessary evil. Idiáquez sighed that 

the situation was ‘impossible given the tight state of Your Majesty’s royal finances – necessity 

forced us to accept the Truce.’37 Philip III waited until the last moment to ratify the treaty. To his 

ambassador in Rome he bitterly related that he had been prepared to cede his sovereignty in 

order to secure free Catholic worship in the Low Countries, but that he had been obliged to agree 

to the treaty out of the utmost desperation.38 

 

 
 
 

                                                            
34 ‘No por esto les cedemos, ni queremos cederles la soberanidad, ni hazerlos libres para siempre, pero 
durante la tregua los trataremos como tales.’ Iñigo de Brizuela to Philip III, s.d. [June 1609], AGS Estado 
Leg. 2138, f. 9; Consulta Consejo de Estado (minute), 1 June 1609, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 7. 
35 Willem Eysinga, De wording van het Twaalfjarig Bestand van 9 april 1609 (Amsterdam: Noord-
Hollandsche uitgevers Maatschappij, 1959), 146–47; Groenveld, Unie, Bestand, Vrede, 107–8. 
36 Judith Pollmann, ‘No Man’s Land: Reinventing Netherlandish Identities, 1585-1621’, in Networks, 
Regions and Nations: Shaping Identities in the Low Countries, 1300-1650, eds Robert Stein and Judith 
Pollmann (Leiden etc.: Brill, 2010), 241–61; Ruud Paesie, ‘Den Nederlandtschen Bye-Corf. Pamfletten tegen 
het Twaalfjarig Bestand met Spanje’, De Boekenwereld: tijdschrift voor boek en prent, no. 3 (2009): 215–30; 
Judith Pollmann, ‘“Brabanters Do Fairly Resemble Spaniards after All”. Memory, Propaganda and Identity 
in the Twelve Years’ Truce’, in Public Opinion and Changing Identities in the Early Modern Netherlands: 
Essays in Honour of Alastair Duke, eds Judith Pollmann and Andrew Spicer (Leiden etc.: Brill, 2007), 211–
27. 
37 ‘Impossible respecto del estrecho estado en que se halla la Real hazienda de VM, era fuerça de 
necessidad accetar la dicha tregua.’ Consulta Consejo de Estado (minute), 25 January 1609, AGS Estado 
Leg. 626, f. 7; Allen, Philip III, 226-31. For more critical voices, see for instance Duke of Osuna, ‘Discurso 
como se debe continuar la guerra de Flandes’ (1608), BL Add. Mss 14005, f. 79-90; ‘Parecer del Cardenal 
de Toledo’, sd [1609], AGS Estado Leg. 626, f. 2. 
38 Philip III to the Count of Castro, 21 August 1609, AGS Estado Leg. 1861, unfoliated. 
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Image 6: ‘Afkondiging van het Twaalfjarig Bestand te Antwerpen, 1609’ (Proclamation of the Twelve Years’ 
Truce in Antwerp, 1609), Simon Frisius, ca1613-1615, Collection Rijksmuseum Amsterdam. 

 

 

To prolong or not to prolong 

The Twelve Years’ Truce proved the de facto acknowledgement of the independence of the 

young Dutch Republic. Even though the treaty did not mention Dutch sovereignty, to the world it 

appeared that in negotiating with his own rebel subjects, King Philip accepted their independent 

status. After 1609, the Dutch Republic was able to send formal representatives abroad and act as 

a sovereign state in the international arena.39 With no external enemy to enforce unity, however, 

a long-standing disagreement about the ultimate locus of sovereignty caused an immediate 

domestic crisis within the young state. Discord between the advocates of decentralized power of 

the individual provinces, on the one hand, and those of the central power of the stadtholder, on 

the other, got caught up with a theological conflict between the competing Calivinist ministers 

Gomarus and Arminius. Stadtholder Maurice of Nassau, a popular military leader and fierce 

opponent of the Truce, openly supported the Gomarists or Counter-Remonstrants, while the 

                                                            
39 Israel, The Dutch Republic, 405. 
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Arminians or Remonstrants were favoured by the advocate of provincial sovereignty 

Oldenbarnevelt (see Chapter 2).40 In Spain meanwhile, the fall from power of the Duke of Lerma 

marked a transition from the quiescent foreign policy to new activism under the guidance of Don 

Baltasar de Zúñiga.41  

As the expiration of the Twelve Years’ Truce approached, the issue of whether or not 

Spain should resume the hostilities first appeared on the royal agenda early in 1618. Since Dutch 

activity in the Indies remained crucial, Philip followed the advice of his counsellors and asked 

the Council of Portugal for information on the consequences of the Truce, and for an exploration 

of future policy options.42 Its advice was unequivocally in favour of resuming the war, mostly 

because of the economic inconvenience of the Dutch commercial activity in the West Indies.43 

Around a year later preparations were made for new negotiations with the Dutch about a 

possible prolongation, and by the end of September 1619, Philip asked the Council of State to 

discuss the old Truce papers and advise him.44 Inside and outside the royal councils, men with 

political and military experience in the Low Countries now also started to offer their advice.45 

Intimate knowledge of the Dutch political situation, for instance, prompted the ambassador 

Cristóbal de Benavente y Benavides to send Philip a long letter on 19 June 1620 with a ‘Relacion 

de las cosas de Olanda’.46 Carlos Coloma also contributed to the debate at this stage, as we have 

seen in the second chapter.47 But no one prided himself more explicitly on being a living 

reservoir of experience than the hispanized Scotsman William Semple or Sempill (1546-1633). 

A descendent of a noble Scottish family from Renfrewshire, Semple first came to the 

Netherlands as a mercenary in the service of William of Orange. He was made captain of the 

                                                            
40 For an introduction to the Truce dispute in English, see Israel, The Dutch Republic, 421-32. 
41 Reinhardt, Voices of Conscience, 188; Brightwell, ‘The Spanish System’; Elliott, Spain and Its World, 118–
20; Williams, The Great Favourite, 231, 244–45; Feros, Kingship and Favoritism, 243–45. 
42 Juan de Ciriça to Philip III, 2 March 1618, AGS Estado Leg. 634, f. 318. Israel, The Dutch Republic and the 
Hispanic World. 
43 Consulta Consejo de Portugal, 28 May 1618, AGS Estado Leg. 634, f. 345. See also AGS Estado Leg. 2138, 
f. 15. 
44 Following a conversation with the French ambassador who asked him about the Spanish intentions with 
regard to the Truce, Archduke Albert writes to Madrid asking what the king intends to do when the Truce 
expires. Albert of Austria et al. to Philip III, 15 April 1619, AGS Estado Leg. 634, f. 354. Archduke Albert 
and Ambrogio Spinola offer lists of points on which the Truce could be improved, which included the old 
wishes of free Catholic worship and especially limitations on Dutch navigation in the East and West Indies. 
Albert of Austria to Philip III, 15 May 1619, AGS Estado Leg. 634, f. 347. For Philip’s request, see Philip III 
to Council of State, 26 September 1619, AGS Estado Leg. 634, f. 342. See also Consulta Consejo de Estado 
(minute), 13 July 1619, AGS Estado Leg. 634, f. 350. 
45 Ambrogio Spinola was in favour of renewal, but he was one of the few. Spinola to Philip III, 30 October 
1619, AGS Estado Leg. 634, f. 330 and Albert of Austria to Philip III, 30 October 1619, f. 331. 
46 Christóbal de Benavente, ‘Relacion de las cosas de olanda’, 19 June 1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 30-6. 
Benavente would later become a trusted adviser of Philip IV and in 1643 publish a guidebook for 
ambassadors: Advertencias para reyes, principes, y embaxadores por don Christoval de Benavente y 
Benavides (1643). 
47 Carlos Coloma, ‘Discurso de D. Carlos Coloma de la forma en que debria hazerse la guerra à los 
Holandeses’, ca. 1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 37-58. 
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garrison of Liere, near Antwerp, but after nine months of harsh conditions and lack of pay he 

betrayed the garrison to the Duke of Parma.48 A handsome reward awaited him in Spain, which 

was to be Semple’s new homeland. He married the Spanish widow Doña Maria de Ledesma, 

daughter of a member of the Council of the Indies, became a naturalized Spaniard, and towards 

the end of his life he founded a college for Scottish missionaries in Madrid.49 Semple had a long 

and active career in Spanish service as a diplomat, informant, customs officer and adviser on 

naval affairs. In 1587 his duties brought him to Paris, where he made a favourable impression on 

Don Bernardino de Mendoza, the Spanish translator of Lipsius and then resident ambassador.50 

William Semple returned to Scotland only once, during the months leading up to the planned 

invasion of England in 1588, in order to seek support for the Spanish cause. Not meeting with 

much enthusiasm, he was apprehended and after a short imprisonment he managed to flee the 

country. Later in his life Semple wrote a romanticized version of this miraculous escape from the 

seventh floor of a heavily guarded building on the Edinburgh Grassmarket, using a rope 

smuggled into his cell inside a pie.51 

Semple lived to the age of eighty-seven and acted as adviser to three successive Spanish 

kings, especially concerning naval policy.52 Years of campaigning and observing in the Low 

Countries had made him a fanatical enemy of the Dutch rebels, and he staunchly opposed any 

settlement of the war other than victory. In Semple’s opinion, this could be accomplished only if 

Spain would shift its strategy away from traditional warfare on land.53 The king should spend 

the last years before the expiration of the Truce strengthening the fleet and preparing a 

privateering campaign, Semple wrote in 1618. In his written advice, Semple never hesitated to 

draw attention to his personal experience. With his ‘años de experiencia’ he had gained expert 

knowledge, often as an eye witness, of the damaging effects of conceding too much to the 

Dutch.54 If the king would not listen to him, he jeopardized the preservation of the monarchy, 

Semple declared, ‘leaving aside God, who is above all, speaking humanely from matters of state 

and war in which I have been raised for 53 consecutive years, and if it does not happen the way I 

                                                            
48 Concepción Saenz Cambra, ‘Colonel William Sempill of Lochwinnoch (1546-1630): A Strategist for 
Spain’, Tiempos Modernos: Revista Electrónica de Historia Moderna 5, no. 13 (2006): 2–3. 
49 Robert A. Stradling, The Armada of Flanders: Spanish Maritime Policy and European War, 1568-1668 
(Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 25. 
50 Thomas Graves Law, ‘Sempill, William’, Dictionary of National Biography, 1885-1900, Vol. 51, 
Wikisource: https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Sempill,_William_(DNB00),  accessed 1 June 2017. 
51 Saenz Cambra, ‘Colonel William Sempill’, 9. 
52 Stradling, The Armada of Flanders, 25–27. 
53 William Semple, ‘memorial’, s.d. [1620], AGS Estado Leg. 2309, unfoliated. See also ‘Papel de Guillermo 
Semple’, 15 January 1618, AGS Estado Leg. 2034, f. 110 
54 And ‘por este respeto dudo que otro este tan al cabo de esta materia, por que todo este tiempo la he 
estudiado muy de proposito, y la propuse a su Md que este en el cielo el año de 82 quando dio la taçita 
permision del comerçio de portugal a los rebeldes a que contradije en aquel tiempo y el año de 95 por las 
mismas consideraciones.’ ‘Papel de Guillermo Semple’, 15 January 1618, AGS Estado Leg. 2034, f. 110. 
‘Testigo de vista’. William Semple, ‘Avisos sobre la Monarchia’, 30 August 1620, AGS Estado Leg. 2034, f. 
109. 
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say, they may cut off my head.’55 Semple wrote several memorials advising the king to resume 

the war, especially at sea, ‘for since it has been experienced that during peace, the damage is 

greater, it would be imprudent to return there [to peace].’56  

Tentative explorations soon proved that prolonging the Truce with improved conditions 

would be highly complicated. Or as Semple put it, ‘those who have turned their back on the law 

and God in order to defy their natural lord, will continue until the gates of hell before 

reconciling.’57 As to the Dutch intentions, signals were mixed: Maurice initially seemed not 

unwilling to negotiate terms for a renewal, but it became increasingly clear that a new truce 

could count on very little public support.58 In Brussels, Archduke Albert worried that if the war 

were to continue, preparations for the new military campaigns needed to start immediately.59 

From the summer of 1620 onwards the cries from Brussels to Madrid became steadily more 

urgent: time was running out, both for deciding to prolong or not to prolong, and for preparing 

the campaign. Utter confusion reigned among the two parties and foreign ambassadors alike, 

and everyone involved agreed that this uncertainty was causing impossible inconvenience.60 

Between November and March, the desperation among the southern Low Countries officers and 

officials turned into panic.61 They still found themselves waiting for a royal decision without 

funds or provisions, while the Dutch were reported to be assembling their troops.62 But before 

their final call reached Madrid, King Philip III died. On 29 March 1621, two days before his death, 

he finally decided not to renew the Truce.63  

 

The Roosendael negotiations  

The young King Philip IV resumed the war initially with success. The year 1625 was a so-called 

miracle year for Spain, with the capture of Breda and of Bahía in the West Indies. In the 

                                                            
55 ‘Si no se atiende a esto, como a la cosa fundamental para la conservacion de la monarchia, se sigue 
infaliblemente la perdicion della’; ‘Y esto digo dejando aparte a Dios que es sobre todo, ablando 
humanamente por materia de estado y guerra en que me e criado 53 años continuos, y que si no sucede asi 
como digo me corten la cabeza.’ William Semple, ‘Avisos sobre la Monarchia’, 30 August 1620, AGS Estado 
Leg. 2034, f. 109. 
56 ‘Pues estando como esta experimentado que en la paz son mayores los daños, seria imprudencia bolver 
a ella.’ ‘Papel de Guillermo Semple’, 6 January 1621, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 191. 
57 ‘Es de considerar que los que an dejado la ley de Dios para oponerse a su natural señor prosiguiran 
hasta entrar en el infierno antes que reconziliarse.’ ‘Papel de Guillermo Semple’, 6 January 1621, AGS 
Estado Leg. 2138, f. 191. 
58 Israel, The Dutch Republic and the Hispanic World, 74–82. 
59 Juan de Villela to Philip III, 28 June 1620, AGS Estado Leg. 2309, unfoliated. 
60 Marquis of Bedmar to Philip III, 30 June 1620, AGS Estado Leg. 2309, unfoliated. 
61 Marquis of Bedmar to Philip III, 25 November 1620, AGS Estado Leg. 2309, unfoliated. See also Marquis 
of Bedmar to Juan de Ciriça, 29 December 1620, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 95. 
62 Marquis of Bedmar to Juan de Ciriça, 7 January 1621, AGS Estado Leg. 2310, unfoliated. Marquis of 
Bedmar to Philip III, 2 March 1621, AGS Estado Leg. 2310, unfoliated. 
63 Allen, Philip III, 5. John Elliott argued that Philip’s decision in March was ultimately influenced by 
Baltasar de Zúñiga, who was ‘essentially a realist and something of a fatalist’ and like many others 
expected that the consequences for the monarchy would be even more severe if the Truce continued. 
Elliott, Spain and Its World, 121–22. 
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aftermath, deputies of the Dutch Republic and the loyal Dutch provinces started negotiating a 

prisoners’ exchange in the border town Roosendael, which was extended to exploring peace 

talks in February 1627.64 The prisoners’ exchange and the peace negotiations were led on the 

Spanish side by Jean Kesseler, lord of Marquette, commissioner of finances. Initially the Council 

of State in Madrid, now dominated by the Count-Duke of Olivares, was highly skeptical about the 

Dutch intentions.65 Philip IV declared himself willing to seek peace, but only on conditions which 

once more included unhindered Catholic worship and no acknowledgement of Dutch liberty.66 In 

March 1628, Kesseler sent the happy tidings that the Republic’s States General were prepared to 

make concessions on the point of sovereignty: they might be willing to omit the explicit mention 

of their liberty in the treaty, and thus dispense with the first article of the Twelve Years’ Truce.67 

Olivares was not enthusiastic. To fail to continue their God-given series of military success 

‘would not only be ignoring the rules of prudence and human judgment, but it would also appear 

a lack of trust in the divine, which has provided so many things we considered impossible a year 

ago.’ But most counsellors felt that the Dutch had ‘opened the door wide enough to start 

treating.’68  

These first deliberations revolved around matters of interest and reputation. Only during 

the summer of 1628 did the question of religion become crucial. While the negotiations between 

Kesseler and the representatives of the States General carried on, Ambrogio Spinola, the hero of 

Breda, travelled to Madrid.69 An extraordinary Council meeting was held on the first of August 

1628, attended not only by the Council of State and Spinola but also by a number of clerics and 

experts on Dutch matters.70 Under Spinola’s influence, most counsellors inclined towards 

conciliatory arguments. Spinola presented the Council with a grim sketch of the military state of 

affairs in the Netherlands, quite unlike the divinely favoured forces Olivares pictured. The Army 

of Flanders lacked provisions, there was a constant threat of mutiny, and a number of important 

fortresses had recently been lost. The situation was untenable, and to Spinola it appeared futile 

to allow ideas about reputation to stand in the way of a reasonable solution. He did acknowledge 

                                                            
64 A detailed chronology of the negotiations can be found in Cuvelier, ‘Les négociations diplomatiques de 
Roosendael, 1627-1630’. Consulta Consejo de Estado, 21 August 1627, AGS Estado Leg. 2041, f. 170; Philip 
IV agreed to the treaty of the prisoner’s exchange on 12 September 1627: Real Orden Philip IV, 12 
September 1627, AGS Estado Leg. 2041, f. 169. 
65 Consulta Junta de Aposento, 6 Febrary 1627, AGS Estado Leg. 2041, f. 36. 
66 Two letters from Philip IV to Aytona, 2 and 10 March 1628, AGS Estado K 1459, no. 37A and 42. 
67 Consulta Consejo de Estado, 27 March 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 47. 
68 ‘No seria solo faltar a las reglas de la prudencia y providencias humana, sino que tocaria en desconfianza 
de la divina que ha dispuesto tantas cosas que juzgaramos por imposible oy haze un año’; ‘Han abierto 
bastantemente puerta para el tratado.’ Consulta Junta de Aposento, 23 April 1628 (1), AGS Estado Leg. 
2042, f. 46. The Marquis of Montesclaros likewise voiced objections to an armistice, since this way ‘we do 
not accumulate any interests, and we risk everything we have in authority and reputation’ (‘No se ahorra 
nada en yntereses, y se aventura todo lo que es autoridad y reputación’). 
69 Infanta Isabella to Philip IV, 21 May 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2321, unfoliated. 
70 Councilors gave individual votes in the form of separate documents, so that the entire archival record of 
the meeting in the entry ‘AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97’ actually consists of over 140 pages. 
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the importance of religion, but this should not be allowed to become a breaking point. Spinola 

proposed to accept whatever the Dutch offered in religious governance, and attempt to improve 

the situation by peaceful means after a treaty had been signed.71 Another reason they were more 

inclined towards ending the war in the Netherlands was that in May 1628, King Philip IV had 

embarked on a military enterprise in the Duchy of Mantua, supporting the claims to the Mantuan 

succession of the Duke of Savoy Charles Emmanuel I against the French-backed Duke of Nevers. 

The Mantuan War turned out to be more lengthy and costly than anticipated, and Madrid was 

keenly aware that it could not simultaneously sustain two resource-draining wars for a long 

time.72 

Spinola, and the counsellors who followed him, legitimized their prioritizing of realistic 

assertions over religious motives on the basis of experience drawn from political maxims and 

the recent past. Faced with overwhelming opposition, the Count-Duke of Olivares caved in. In 

September, delegates were named to negotiate peace.73 However, the king hesitated in deciding 

to go ahead with agreeing to a treaty. As the new campaigning season dawned, Infanta Isabella 

grew nervous about seeing the Army of Flanders ‘reduced to the utmost deprivation’, and 

Olivares became desperate for Spinola to return to the Netherlands because his absence as 

military leader was causing confusion.74 The year 1629 brought a string of Dutch victories, most 

notably the capture of Den Bosch after a five-month siege by the troops of Frederick Henry, who 

had succeeded his brother Maurice as stadtholder in 1625.75 When Philip IV finally issued an 

open mandate to reach an agreement, the Dutch were no longer willing to omit the article about 

their liberty.76 An outraged and overworked Olivares complained that he had always said, even 

before the negotiations had started, that this affair would end with the Dutch going back on their 

word.77 From September until December 1629 the negotiations in Roosendael formally 

continued, but an agreement seemed further away than ever.78 In March 1630 the Republic 

conquered Olinda and Recife in Pernambuco, Brazil, and soon afterwards the Dutch delegates 

                                                            
71 ‘Voto Marques de los Balbases’, in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 
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73 Consulta Junta de la Tregua, 28 September 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 139. 
74 ‘Reducido al estremo de necessidad’. Infanta Isabella to Philip IV, 27 March 1619, AGS Estado Leg. 2322, 
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left the peace talks.79 ‘Their situation has improved during the dawdling of Spain’, Kesseler 

wrote soberly to the Infanta, and the king had simply lost his moment.80 

 

Maastricht and the revolt of the loyal Estates   

During the years following the failure of the Roosendael negotiations, the Army of Flanders was 

in complete disarray.81 Spinola had died in 1630, and after trying and failing to find a suitable 

replacement, Philip IV and Olivares sent Cardinal-Infante Ferdinand of Austria to the 

Netherlands as the new Governor General. Until his arrival in November 1634, the Marquis of 

Aytona, Spanish ambassador in Brussels and chief adviser of Infanta Isabella, was appointed 

Governor of Arms.82 To the Infanta, it seemed ‘necessary in our present state’ to seek a new truce 

with the Dutch, and she begged Philip IV for permission to act accordingly. Olivares and the 

Council considered it highly unlikely that the Dutch would agree to any concessions in the wake 

of their recent military success, but without waiting for an answer, Isabella charged Aytona with 

the task of negotiating.83 Aytona was aware of its importance, and not just from a military point 

of view. As he wrote to a fellow officer, the strain of the long war was causing serious discontent 

among the people of the southern Low Countries, who blamed the ambition of the Spanish for 

their suffering; and so ‘it is in any case convenient to make public what is done on our side 

towards peace or truce.’ When the Infanta received word from Madrid about the royal 

disinclination to seek peace, Aytona confided to his colleague that they could wisely and justly 

ignore this, for ‘these talks are already on different terms, and moreover new calamities can 

force one to participate even without the orders of His Majesty, for anything is better than losing 

all.’84 

                                                            
79 Cuvelier, ‘Les négociations diplomatiques de Roosendael, 1627-1630’, 8; Elliott, The Count-Duke of 
Olivares, 402. 
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The fall of Maastricht after a short siege in August 1632, the apex of a dramatic 

campaigning season, increased the pressure to open negotiations.85 The exhausted and 

disgruntled Spanish Netherlands called for and were granted permission to assemble the Estates 

General, who then started to pressure the Infanta for permission to officially negotiate for peace 

or truce with the Northern Provinces.86 Without waiting for a response from Madrid, the Infanta 

used the powers of negotiation granted to her by Philip IV in 1629 and gave the Estates the 

green light on 17 September 1632.87 Shortly after a small delegation had left for Maastricht, 

Isabella received a letter from Olivares, who was furious about the meeting of the Estates 

General without previous consent from Madrid. But the Infanta pointed out that her decision 

could not be reversed and that the desperate situation in the Spanish Netherlands and the risk of 

rebellion called for special measures.88  

Afraid of what might follow from the assembly of the Estates General, Olivares decided to 

send his trusted creature and the staunch centralist Pierre Roose to Brussels to oversee the 

situation and to keep the Count-Duke informed.89 Without knowledge of the Infanta, Roose was 

given a document which revoked Isabella’s powers of negotiation, so that he could cut off the 

talks the moment he saw fit.90 John Elliott has argued that Roose was brought in as a 

‘disciplinarian’, connecting the Count-Duke’s persistent plea for discipline and obedience to the 

neo-Stoic teachings of Lipsius, ‘the intellectual father of the Olivares-generation.’ It was his 

answer to the resurgence, whether in Castile, the Spanish periphery or now in the Spanish 

Netherlands, to the constitutionalist opposition insistent on its privileges and historic rights and 

liberties.91 On his way from Madrid to Brussels, Roose wrote to Olivares that it would require 
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‘extreme effort’ to salvage the crumbling Spanish administration in Brussels. He intended to 

firmly re-establish justice, for it was justice which ‘gave to the Romans discipline, economy, and 

– through them – universal empire.’92 Roose would act as confidential informant to Olivares for 

years. During the 1635 negotiations, for instance, he provided the Count-Duke with detailed 

accounts about the state of affairs at the Cardinal-Infante’s court, which sometimes concerned 

‘some extremely important things to the service of His Majesty which I do not dare to confide to 

paper, not even in cipher.’93  

The negotiators in Maastricht, meanwhile, found Frederick Henry willing to negotiate, if 

extremely demanding. Yet the talks had barely started when the deputies of the Dutch Republic 

refused to continue unless the negotiations would explicitly be conducted from Estates General 

to Estates General: they refused to accept a delegation that acted in the name of King Philip IV.94 

The loyal Estates General’s delegates obtained a letter that did not mention the king, while 

assuring Philip IV of their continued loyalty and promising to not agree to anything without 

consulting the Infanta and Aytona. At the request of the Dutch Republic’s delegates, the 

conference moved to The Hague in December 1632.95 The Council of State in Madrid, meanwhile, 

was still not impressed by Aytona’s pleas that the ‘many indecencies’ of the negotiations still 

caused ‘fewer inconveniences than those which the war will cause’, and that the loss of the 

discontented loyal provinces could be averted only by ending the war.96 Although all counsellors 

agreed that the Infanta and Aytona had taken too much liberty, now that the negotiations had 

begun, they should attempt to secure maximum advantage. 

After weeks of deliberations on both sides, by April 1633 it was clear that the parties in 

The Hague were not moving any closer to agreement. 97 The Council of State in Madrid found the 

Republic’s demands extravagant, especially compared to the Twelve Years’ Truce, and advised 

against continuing the negotiations and for retracting powers before an unworthy agreement 

would be made. So when reports reached Madrid in May that Aytona and Isabella had decided to 

continue the negotiations, the Count-Duke was horrified. This meant nothing less than a 

conspiracy of the so-called loyal estates against the sovereignty of His Majesty, and they had 

proved ‘as untrustworthy as the enemies.’98 How could ‘people of such understanding and 

experience’ like Aytona have committed themselves to such a cause? The military state of affairs 

                                                            
92 Roose to Olivares, 15 December 1632, quote obtained from Elliott, The Count-Duke of Olivares, 455. 
93 ‘Algunas cosas importantissimas al servicio de SMd que no me atrevo fiar al papel ni al cifra.’ Roose to 
Olivares, 11 October 1635 (1), AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 93. 
94 Two letters from Aytona to González de Córdoba (minute), 1 and 29 October 1632, ADM Archivo 
Histórico leg. 64, ramo 1. 
95 Vermeir, En estado de guerra, 73–74. 
96 ‘Conviene conseguir la Tregua no obstante las muchas indeceçias que se habran de pasar para ello y 
teniendo por menores inconvenientes estos que los que causara la Guerra.’ Consulta Consejo de Estado, 3 
December 1632, AGS Estado Leg. 2046, f. 3. 
97 For details about the demands of each party, see Vermeir, En estado de guerra, 74-5. 
98 Consulta Consejo de Estado, 2 March 1633, AGS Estado Legajo 2047, f. 31. 
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might be disastrous and by continuing to fight they might risk losing everything, but in the eyes 

of Olivares agreeing to a truce would guarantee the total destruction of the Spanish.99 The 

Infanta and Aytona had no choice but to conclude that their decision to continue the talks was 

not backed by Madrid. As the military campaign wore on, the peace talks were suspended, and 

Isabella promised to dissolve the Estates General as quickly as possible. By the end of the year 

circumstances put all activities on hold, for the Infanta fell seriously ill and died before the year 

was out.100 Because she and Albert left no heirs, sovereignty over the Southern Netherlands 

according to the Act of Cession returned to the Spanish king. This effectively ruled out 

concluding peace without the express involvement of Philip IV. 

Yet the deliberations about a potential truce were not entirely at an end. Before the 

Infanta’s death, the Duke of Aerschot had travelled to Madrid on behalf of the loyal Estates 

General in order to plead their case for peace. Olivares disapproved of the duke’s role in the 

initiative and considered him insubordinate and potentially dangerous, but King Philip 

responded favourably.101 He professed to his Council of State that he was aware of the misery 

and death caused by the war in Flanders, not to mention the cost of four million ducats a year. 

No matter what everyone thought, he wanted peace, and would try his utmost to achieve it. He 

therefore asked Olivares and his Council to examine the Republic’s demands once more, 

compare them to the last Truce and consider if any common ground could be found.102 

According to most counsellors, it was still worth trying to reason with the Dutch, if only to make 

sure that the king ‘demonstrates to his loyal provinces his eagerness for the peace and quiet 

which they desire so much.’103 The king decided to dispatch powers of negotiation once more, 

but then in April the Dutch agreed to enter into an alliance with the French. Philip IV now 

formally withdrew from all negotiations with the Republic. It was clear, he sulked, that despite 

his best efforts one could only conclude that the Dutch were just set on continuing the war. 

 

                                                            
99 ‘Tan desconfidentes como los enemigos’; ‘personas tan entendidas (…) y tan experimentadas’; ‘la 
neçesidad hizo tolerable aquel medio.’ Consulta Consejo de Estado, 29 May 1633, AGS Estado Leg. 2047, f. 
28. 
100 Vermeir, En estado de guerra, 79-81. See also Birgit Houben, ‘Una corte para un príncipe. La política 
militar de Olivares y la corte bruselense del cardenal infante (1634-1641)’, in Agentes e identidades en 
movimento: España y los Países Bajos, siglos XVI-XVIII, ed. René Vermeir, Maurits Ebben, and Raymond 
Fagel (Madrid: Sílex, 2011), 170. 
101 Consulta Consejo de Estado, 16 March 1634, AGS Estado Leg. 2048, f. 35. Elliott, The Count-Duke of 
Olivares, 470. 
102 ‘Deseo y me importa la tregua y paz aun que publiquen en que no la quiero.’ Philip IV to Consejo de 
Estado, 13 February 1634, AGS Estado Leg. 2048, f. 44. 
103 ‘Muestre a sus provinçias obedientes la gana que tiene de su repasso y tranquilidad que ellos tanto 
dessean.’ Consulta Consejo de Estado, 16 March 1634, AGS Estado Leg. 2048, f. 35. 
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After Schenkenschans 

In 1635, after months and years of scheming on both sides, hostilities had opened between 

France and Spain.104 The freshly arrived governor Cardinal-Infante Ferdinand of Austria was 

now in command of the Flanders campaign, which opened with a spectacular defeat of the 

Habsburg troops at Les Avins.105 But Ferdinand managed to turn the tide, and during the same 

season he conquered a number of important places including Fort Schenkenschans, a crucial 

stronghold between the Rhine and the Waal. By the end of the 1635 campaign, he was hailed as a 

victor in Antwerp and Brussels.106 Although the sudden death of the Marquis of Aytona in August 

was a serious blow, the Spanish position in the Netherlands now seemed so strong that Olivares 

had good hopes of concluding the war with the Dutch in the next year with a good peace or 

truce. He counselled Philip IV to dispatch powers of negotiation to the Cardinal-Infante, for ‘Your 

Majesty can be convinced that neither his father nor his grandfather have ever had the 

opportunity which Your Majesty now has to settle the things of Holland with every convenience 

and reputation, because God has wished to place it in Your Majesty’s hands.’107 

Between October and December several talks were held, first in Griethausen and later in 

Cleves, Kranenburg and Turnhout. Representing the Spanish king were Martín de Axpe, 

Secretary of State and War, and Cristóbal de Benavente, who had authored a memorial against 

the prolongation of the Truce in 1620.108 For their first meeting with Frederick Henry’s delegate 

Cornelis Musch, secretary of the Dutch Republic’s Estates General, the Spanish delegates 

prepared a room in a dilapidated little castle in Griethausen. When Musch entered the room, he 

was in a deferential but nervous state, for by entering into these negotiations, the Dutch acted 

against their alliance with the French king. Musch therefore grew very anxious when the Spanish 

welcomed him with cannon salutes, quite within the hearing range of French troops camping in 

the vicinity. Their next meeting in Cleves also got off to a bad start. Musch arrived late because 

the carriage Benavente had sent to collect him had been waiting in the wrong place for six hours. 

By the time Benavente had managed to transport Musch to Cleves, dinner was served, and 

                                                            
104 Conde de Noalles to Philip IV, 28 March 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2999, f. 42 
105 Consulta Consejo de Estado, 16 July 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 48; Consulta Consejo de Estado, 9 
August 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 51. 
106 González de León, Road to Rocroi, 224–25; Vermeir, En estado de guerra, 127. 
107 ‘VMd se persuada a que ni su padre ni su abuelo tuvieron la occasion con que VMd se halla de ajustar 
las cosas de Holanda con toda convenencia y reputacion porque (...) Dios ha querido ponerla en manos de 
VMd.’ Consulta Consejo de Estado, 17 November 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 111. Vermeir, En estado de 
guerra, 129. 
108 Consulta Consejo de Estado, 20 September 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 60. Benavente had been 
ambassador in Paris, but was called back to Brussels by the Cardinal-Infante in March. He later admitted 
to Olivares that he had left Paris reluctantly, for poor health and personal business had in fact called him 
home. Ferdinand of Austria to Benavente, 9 March 1635, in Lonchay and Cuvelier, Correspondance III, doc. 
122, 42. Benavente to Olivares, 3 October 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 88. For Martín de Axpe, see 
Houben, ‘Una corte para un príncipe’, 163. Parecer Martín de Axpe, 1 October 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, 
f. 89. 
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afterwards there was time for the delegates only to play some board games (Benavente and 

Musch won two games each). The negotiations were postponed until the next day.109 

The parties expected to be able to retain many of the clauses of the original Twelve 

Years’ Truce, but Axpe expected the situation in the East and West Indies to become a difficult 

point.110 The Dutch wanted to ‘renew the former truce on this point, and retain it wordily’, while 

the king wanted to add an explicit clause about the Indies.111 Encouraged by his military success, 

Philip IV had high demands. Amongst many other things, he once more demanded free exercise 

of the Catholic faith, for it was unacceptable that in this land where ‘they allow Judaism, the sect 

of Mohammed, and all others, only the Roman is not allowed.’112 These terms were unacceptable 

to Musch, his alternative proposition was not acceptable to the Cardinal-Infante, and once more 

a deal seemed quite unattainable.113 An intervention by the French ambassador, indignantly 

reminding the Republic of their commitment to refrain from entering into an agreement with a 

common enemy, did little to improve matters.114 

In Brussels, all principal officers and ministers were asked to offer their opinion about 

the report that Benavente and Axpe had given about the first negotiations. Francisco de Rojas y 

Padilla, third Duke of Lerma, honoured the memory of Spinola, Aytona and González de Córdoba, 

who had been eager to accept any treaty without greatly altering the terms. ‘Having fought 

under the orders of these three, and having heard on several occasions infinite reasons which 

then affected me much, and with the observations I have made myself, I do not now see cause to 

change my mind.’ The war was simply too costly, especially combined with the other war the 

king was fighting.115 The Cardinal-Infante forwarded the opinion pieces to Madrid, together with 

a detailed relation of the negotiations.116 In letters on the same day Martín de Axpe expressed his 

doubts about the chances that these negotiations could be brought to a satisfying end; Pierre 

Roose proclaimed that they seemed unworthy and lamented the pacifist atmosphere at 

Ferdinand’s court.117 

                                                            
109 Chritobal de Benavente to Olivares, 9 October 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 108. 
110 Parecer de Martín de Axpe, 1 October 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 89 and f. 99. 
111 ‘Renovar en esta parte la tregua precedente, y guardarla al pie de la letra.’ Parecer de Martín de Axpe, 1 
October 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 90. 
112 ‘Se permitia el Judaismo, seta de Mahoma, y todas las demas, solo la Romana no se permitiese.’ 
Ferdinand to Philip IV, 11 October 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 86. His other wishes included the full re-
opening of the river Schelde, the restitution of some Dutch conquests in the West Indies, and the 
surrender of Maastricht, Venlo and a number of other strongholds in exchange for Schenkenschans. 
113 Benavente to Olivares, 9 October 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 108. 
114 Vermeir, En estado de guerra, 130–32. 
115 ‘Haviendo yo militado debajo de las ordenes de los tres, y haviendoles oido en diversas vezes infinitas 
razones que entonzes me hizieron mucha fuerza, y despues con las observaciones que he ponderado que 
sera aora, que no hallo causa para mudar de sentimiento.’ ‘Voto del Duque de Lerma sobre la tregua con 
Holanda’, 2 October 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 87. 
116 Ferdinand to Philip IV, 11 October 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 86. 
117 Axpe to Olivares, 11 October 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 107; Roose to Olivares, 11 October 1635 
(2), AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 94. 
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This round of negotiations came to a definite close after the reports of Ferdinand, Axpe 

and Roose had reached Madrid. Full of desconsuelo, Olivares expressed his abhorrence. First, the 

manner of negotiating was not dignified, if only because the Republic had sent only one delegate 

and the Cardinal-Infante two. Most outrageous was the fact that Musch had arrived without 

proper powers of negotiation – it seemed to Olivares that even ‘officiales del escritorio’ mastered 

these basic proceedings, let alone ‘personas tan hechas’ such as Benavente. Cynically he 

furthermore admired how his ministers had managed to speak a great deal about this business 

without once addressing the alliance between the Dutch and the French.118 In spite of these 

objections, both Philip IV and Olivares were largely satisfied with the Spanish demands and still 

hoped for a profitable peace. But in the spring of 1636, military fortunes changed in favour of the 

Republic, starting with Frederick Henry’s reconquest of Fort Schenkenschans. The French king 

confirmed their alliance, and Dutch inclination to negotiate with Spain disappeared 

altogether.119 Once more, the Spanish had lost their moment. In a frustrated cry for the ministers 

he had once so fundamentally disagreed with, Olivares wrote: ‘Oh, sir, if someone would only 

resurrect the Marquis of Spinola or Aytona – Your Majesty could rest assured that with any of 

those two the war of Flanders would now be ended!’120 

 

II – EXPERIENCIA 

Learning, remembering and forgetting 

 

And since the troubles of this monarchy are already so clearly visible, and Your Majesty 

so far removed from any convenience (…) I once more present this reminder, briefly 

representing (…) some examples of things from the past which, with the experience I 

have acquired and observed during the 54 years in which I have moved in these parts 

ever since the year ’67; and measured against the present time, they demonstrate what 

needs to be done for the future and for this monarchy at the verge of being lost. So I, with 

one foot in the grave and at the end of my days, and without any particular interest, will 

say the following.121 

                                                            
118 Parecer del Conde Duque sobre despachos de Flandes, 9 December 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 109. 
119 Vermeir, En estado de guerra, 132–34; Israel, The Dutch Republic, 255. 
120 ‘A, señor, quien resucitava al Marques Espinola o al de Aytona y assegurese VMd que con qualquiera de 
los dos estava acavada oy la guerra de Flandes!’ Parecer del Conde Duque sobre despachos de Flandes, 9 
December 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 109. 
121 ‘Y como los daños desta corona estan ya tan al ojo, y VMd tan fuera de lo que conviene (...) hago este 
recuerdo de nuevo, representando sucintamente (...) algunos exemplos de las cosas passadas que con la 
experiencia que e adquirido en 54 años que a que ando en estas facciones desde el año de 67 e observado; 
y medidos con los del tiempo presente muestran lo que se a de hacer para lo futuro y por esta monarquia 
tan a pique de perderse, y yo, el pie en la sepoltura al fin de mis dias sin fin particular mio digo lo 
siguiente.’ ‘Papel de Guillermo Semple’, 2 January 1621, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 188. 
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Experiencia became a buzzword among Spanish counsellors during the second half of the Eighty 

Years’ War. As mentioned in the introduction, the term experience was used to refer to different 

kinds of memory and wisdom acquired from various pasts. The recent past was present in 

Spanish policymaking through the experience of the individual agents, whose personal 

experience consisted of a variety of combinations of bookish learning, ancient and doctrinal 

commonplace knowledge, and the personal knowledge resulting from active service in various 

nations. As mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, this individual memory was always 

selective. Experience shaped counsellor’s opinions, but since individual memory was also 

reconfigured by the environment in which the remembering was being done, the opinions they 

might acquire also shaped their memory in turn.  

Like the translators of Tacitus we have seen in the second chapter, counsellors also 

selected examples and information from classical histories to serve as precedents, analogies or 

to rhetorically strengthen arguments. But precedents were also being found in the less remote 

past. The Count-Duke of Olivares, for instance, referred to consultas from the archives of the 

times of Philip II that demonstrated the existence of precedents for a particular situation, while 

the papers produced during the negotiations leading up to the Twelve Years’ Truce functioned 

as a blueprint for the conceiving of new treaties. Counsellors selected documents from archives 

in order to shape their arguments. How did this versatile concept of experience manifest itself in 

the concrete setting of the peace debates, and how was it transformed into political lessons and 

policy options? Although the experiences were varied and complex, it need not surprise us that a 

dominant factor in shaping the debates after 1609 was the long shadow of the Twelve Years’ 

Truce. 

On the side of the Dutch Republic, the memory of the Dutch Revolt played a key role in 

the newly emerging culture of the Republic. This mostly involved social memory or the collective 

engagement with and redeployment of the past. Judith Pollmann has demonstrated that from 

around 1600 and during the Truce, within the Republic there was a strong revival of interest in 

the early phases of the revolt, partly driven by a fear among older generations that younger 

generations would forget what their ancestors had gone through. They actively shaped and 

maintained the social memory of the Revolt by markers in the landscape, through 

commemoration and ritual, through books and homilies, and especially through storytelling.122 

The collective remembering of the suffering during the long years of warfare did little to 

encourage a search for peace, and if a lasting agreement was to be reached, both parties needed 

                                                            
122 Pollmann, ‘“Brabanters Do Fairly Resemble Spaniards after All”’, 216–20; for the term ‘social memory’, 
see James Fentress and Christopher J. Wickham, Social Memory (Oxford etc.: Blackwell, 1992). 
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to forget as well as remember.123 Many counsellors in the Spanish monarchy, however, were also 

wary of oblivion. If the Dutch were to forget their owed allegiance to the king of the Spain and 

their former habit of living as his subjects, they would forever be lost to the monarchy. 

 

Ancient commonplaces  

Counsellors who opposed making concessions towards peace out of practicality liked to quote 

the example of the Roman Empire. The best way to force the Dutch to abandon their destructive 

activity abroad was by following the example of Scipio in Carthage and to make them 

concentrate on the defence of their own homes.124 Demosthenes had recommended a similar 

strategy to the Athenians; the Roman king Julius Hostilius ‘used the same reason of state against 

the Sabines’; and in short, ‘we could assemble infinite examples for the reasoning that waging 

war on the head will remove vigor of the limbs.’125 During the Roosendael debates, Olivares 

argued that a war on many fronts should not necessarily lead to defeatist attitudes within the 

Spanish monarchy, for ‘the Romans waged large wars simultaneously, and in different parts’ at 

even more cost of men and money.126 But the lesson from Roman history that dominated the 

debates throughout the decades, mostly to support arguments for intensified warfare, was the 

Tacitean commonplace that rebellions gained strength over time. 

Fernando Alvía de Castro, who analysed the entire history of the Dutch Revolt using 

selected phrases from the Annals and Histories of Tacitus, paid special attention to the passages 

about quelling military and civil rebellion. Alvía contrasted Tacitus’ description of the swift and 

effective actions of Tiberius in response to the military rebellions in Pannonia, with the slow and 

conciliatory response of General Hordeonius Flaccus during the early stirrings of the Batavian 

revolt.127 Alvía wrote his discourse as an intervention in the debates surrounding the 

Roosendael negotiations, using Tacitus’ voice entwined with his own in order to firmly criticize 

the Twelve Years’ Truce and warn against a new truce.128 The conflict needed to be resolved as 

swiftly as possible, for ‘the Dutch will grow stronger every day’, and ‘the more time is wasted on 

discoursing about it, the more the Batavian liberty will corrupt, and their extravagances and 

                                                            
123 Pollmann, Memory in Early Modern Europe, 141. 
124 Anon., ‘Olandeses: Discurso sobre el prorrogar, mejorar, o romper las treguas con ellos’, 15 January 
1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 46v-47; Carlos Coloma, ‘Discurso de D. Carlos Coloma de la forma en que 
debria hazerse la guerra à los Holandeses’, ca 1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 60v. 
125 ‘Usó la misma razón de estado contra los sabinos’; ‘infinitos exemplos pudieramos acumular a esta 
razon es por que haciendo guerra a la cabeza se les quitara el vigor a los demas miembros’. Anon., 
‘Olandeses: Discurso sobre el prorrogar, mejorar, o romper las treguas con ellos’, 15 January 1620, BL 
Add. Ms. 14005, f. 47. 
126 ‘Los Romanos tuvieron guerras grandes y a un mismo tiempo en differentes partes.’ ‘Voto del Conde 
Duque’, in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97. 
127 Alvía de Castro, ‘Oraciones y discursos’, f. 8-8v. 
128 See Chapter 2. 
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powers will grow, as Tacitus says.’129 In civil wars like this, it was common knowledge that swift 

and effective action was more valuable than counsel.130 

Although the conflict in the Netherlands had long since evolved into open war, 

counsellors still agreed that the Spanish should counter the Dutch as swiftly as possible. Lorenzo 

Ramírez de Prado, the historical writer and political thinker introduced in Chapter 2, already 

signaled how Philip II had learned that once a rebellion had survived for a considerable period of 

time, ‘there is no hope of improvement, not even with punishment.’131 Ramírez also referred to 

Seneca’s theory that slaves who dress like free men will over time become free in reality. Carlos 

Coloma similarly warned in 1620 that in prolonging the de facto Dutch independence by adding 

years to the Truce, ‘the conviction of their liberty will increase.’132 According to Benavente, mere 

freedom did not even satisfy the Dutch anymore. ‘If a remedy is not administered in time’, they 

would endeavour to build their own strong monarchy based on their naval power. The rebel 

provinces were perhaps too small to raise enough soldiers themselves, but with their trading 

profits they would have no trouble finding mercenaries to fill their armies.133 Moreover, as the 

Duke of Lerma pointed out in 1635, Dutch military prowess increased over time, ‘for each year 

they have gone and acquired another campaign worth of experience.’134 During the Roosendael 

debates, the Marquis of Gelves warned that the Dutch had accumulated plenty of resources over 

the years, and even believed that they possessed ‘such good discipline and leadership that we 

can envy them.’135 

 

Remembering and forgetting 

The commonplace that rebellions gained strength over time came with a keen awareness that 

the war had been going on for a long time. From the Truce debates until the peace congress of 

Münster, the duration of the war and the fact that no military effort had proved capable of 

ending it provided a central argument for those in favour of a peaceful settlement. The 

considerable duration of the war, ever increasing, made for good rhetorical opportunities. 
                                                            
129 ‘Creceran cada dia los holandeses’; ‘quanto mas se gastare de tiempo en el discurso della, tanto mas la 
libertad Batava se corrompera, y se aumentaron sus excessos y fuercas, como dice Tacito.’ Alvía de Castro, 
‘Oraciones y discursos’, f. 41 and 41v. 
130 ‘And the present war is a civil war, for it is well known that a civil war means vassals taking up arms 
against their prince, or amongst themselves.’ (‘Y la guerra presente, civil es, pues buen se sabe que la 
guerra civil es tomar los vasallos lar armas contra su Principe o entre si mismos’) Ibid., f. 41v. 
131 ‘No hay esperanza mejorarse, ni aún con el castigo.’ Lorenzo Ramírez de Prado, ‘Consejo y Consejeros 
de Príncipes [1617]’, in La razón de estado en España, 87. 
132 ‘Se les aumentara la opinión de libres.’ Carlos Coloma, ‘Discurso de D. Carlos Coloma de la forma en que 
debria hazerse la guerra à los Holandeses’, ca 1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 60v. 
133 ‘Sino se pone remedio a tiempo.’ Christóbal de Benavente, ‘Relacion de las cosas de olanda’, 19 June 
1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 30. 
134 ‘Pues cada año han ido adquiriendo una campaña mas de experiencia.’ ‘Voto del Duque de Lerma sobre 
la tregua con Holanda’, 2 October 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 87. 
135 ‘Tan buena disciplina y govierno que se les puede invidiar.’ ‘Voto del Marques de Gelves’, in Consulta 
Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97. 
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Defending the 1607 armistice, Ambrogio Spinola acknowledged ‘that Your Majesty does much, 

but considering that in 41 years of such costly warfare we do not have any more than on the first 

day’, an armistice now seemed the more convenient solution.136 He repeated his point during the 

Roosendael debates twenty years later, when a truce seemed the best way to conclude a war in 

which ‘the experience of sixty years has demonstrated the impossibility of ending it by way of 

force.’137 King Philip II had not even been able to win when he had only this one war to fight and 

the Dutch were not nearly as prosperous and powerful, argued Fernando de Girón, officer and 

member of the Counsel of War in Brussels during the same meeting. So how could they expect to 

subject them now, with circumstances no longer in the monarchy’s favour? ‘The experience of 

sixty years of warfare has demonstrated’, he pleaded, ‘that the War of Flanders has been the 

most lengthy, costly, bloody and interminable the world has ever seen, and of such a bad 

character that we have lost all hope of ending it by way of arms.’138 

With such a long history to choose from, counsellors frequently drew on the war of 

Flanders itself to conceive of or formulate guidelines for the continuation of the conflict. As 

Richard Kagan has pointed out, King Philip IV preferred reading contemporary history to 

medieval or ancient, and his library included no fewer than 33 histories of the wars in 

Flanders.139 Sometimes the early years of the Revolt were presented as a source of inspiration 

for the present; the Count-Duke of Olivares, in particular, dreamed of ‘reviving that severity’ of 

the times of Philip II.140 But mostly the history of this long and ‘interminable’ war was analysed 

in order to find out where things had gone wrong. When counsellors had personally witnessed 

this history in the making, they used it to recommend their authority.  William Semple never 

missed an opportunity to draw attention to his first-hand experience.141 His Majesty should by 

no means consider that Semple lacked modesty in presuming to explain the most convenient 

course of action, he wrote, ‘for it proceeds from such a long experience I have in these matters, 

                                                            
136 ‘Que es mucho lo que VMd haze, pero que considerando que en 41 años de guerra tan costosa no se 
tiene mas que el primer día le pareçe es conveniente al servicio de VMd que esto pase adelante.’ Summary 
of a letter from Spínola dated 19 May 1607, in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 6 June 1607, AGS Estado Leg. 
2138, f. 73. 
137 ‘Que la esperiencia de sesenta años ha mostrado la imposibilidad que ay de acabarla por fuerza.’ ‘Voto 
Marques de Balbases’, in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97. 
138 ‘La experiencia de sesenta años de guerra ha mostrado que la Guerra de Flandes ha sido, y sera la mas 
larga, costosa, sangriente e inacabable de quantas ha avido en el mundo, y de tan mala calidad que se ha 
llegado a perder la esperanza de por armas haverse de acabar.’ ‘Voto Don Fernando de Girón’, in Consulta 
Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97. During the same Council meeting, the 
Marquis of Gelves pointed out that during sixty years no amount of bloodshed, casualties and not even the 
leadership of the great King Philip II had been capable of subduing the rebel provinces. 
139 Kagan, Clio and the Crown, 210–12. 
140 ‘Grandes gobernadores ha tenido por reyes esta Corona, el mayor el señor Rey Católico; es menester 
refrescar aquella severidad, ya que el deseo, que tenemos todos, de que se haga con quietud y sin sangre, 
ni hacer pasar a nadie, tiene las cosas de esta Corona en el estado que está.’ Olivares to Ferdinand of 
Austria, 27 September 1632, in Elliott and De la Peña, Memoriales y cartas, vol. 2, doc. XI, 75. 
141 Guillermo Semple, memorial s.d. [1620], AGS Estado Leg. 2309, unfoliated. See also ‘Papel de Guillermo 
Semple’, 15 January 1618, AGS Estado Leg. 2034, f. 110. 
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that I might say that there is no one alive in Christendom who, as an eye witness and effectively 

in action (…), has constantly seen and done more than I.’142 

Semple’s self-proclaimed method of turning his personal experience into politico-

strategic lessons conformed to the contemporary theory of history and its uses, and the premise 

that studying the patterns of the past can yield guidelines for the future: ‘for 54 years I have 

gone seeing and writing about the causes of how everything has come to develop, and I doubt 

anyone else has done this, nor can another by gathering conjectures from the past better instruct 

the present about what is convenient for the future.’143 Thus Semple concluded that maritime 

warfare and commercial profits had been structurally underappreciated within the Spanish 

monarchy. The Spanish had waged war with the Dutch exclusively on land, and their commercial 

activity had never been sufficiently hindered. During the siege of Haarlem under the Duke of 

Alva and later during the siege of Zierikzee, both of which Semple had been part of, the Dutch 

had been so poor that they could barely sustain a fleet of ten ships. But since then, their fishery 

and commerce had flourished, which enabled them to sustain the long war and has brought 

them the power they now possessed.144 

Most counsellors, less experienced or perhaps more modest, compared the present not 

to their personal history but to the actions and decisions of the king’s predecessors, or former 

governors of the Netherlands. During a special meeting following the loss of Sluis in 1604, 

Idiáquez blamed the military errors on the separation of the military command and the highest 

civil authority, each invested in a different person. In his analysis he referred to the 

inconveniences ‘which the experience demonstrated when the lady of Parma governed those 

states and her son the arms.’145 The main lesson the Marquis of Gelves drew from the history of 

the Revolt was that it had drained the monarchy of innumerable resources, with nothing to show 

for it but the loss of reputation and the ruin of the monarchy’s other kingdoms. Already in the 

times of Philip II the war had caused the Spanish-Italian states to remain ‘virtually unruled’ and 

largely undefended. The inconvenience for the king of not possessing the means when the 

occasion arose was becoming painfully apparent also now, in 1628, when the cost of Flanders 

prevented Philip IV from adequately dealing with ‘the present example of Monferrato.’146 

                                                            
142 ‘Pues proçede de la larga experiencia que tengo destas materias, que puedo deçir que no ay en la 
Cristiandad ninguno vivo que por vista de ojos y efectivamente en accion (...) aya visto y tratado a la 
continua lo que yo.’ ‘Papel de Guillermo Semple’, 6 January 1621, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 191. 
143 ‘E ydo viendo y notando en 54 años las causas por donde todo se a ido trocando que dudo que aya otro 
que lo aya hecho, ni que sacando conjeturas de lo passado pueda mejor al presente advertir lo que 
conviene para lo porvenir.’ ‘Papel de Guillermo Semple’, 6 January 1621, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 191. 
144 ‘Papel de Guillermo Semple’, 15 January 1618, AGS Estado Leg. 2034, f. 110. 
145 ‘La dificultad de ser uno señor de la tierra y otro governador es grande y dispuesta para muchos 
inconvenientes, como lo mostro la experiencia quando madama de parma governava aquellos estados y su 
hijo las armas.’ ‘Papel Junta de Dos y Tres’, 16 September 1604, AGS Estado Leg. 634, f. 48. 
146 ‘Cassi desemperiados’; ‘como se puede juzgar del exemplo presente de la guerra de Monferrato.’ ‘Voto 
Marques de Gelves’, in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97. 
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The counsellors were thus quick to remember the recent past. However, in order to 

make peace in early modern Europe, forgetting was often equally if not more essential. In a 

survey of the French Wars of Religion, the English Civil Wars and the Revolt in the Netherlands, 

Judith Pollmann has demonstrated how the conclusions of the conflicts had all included acts and 

clauses of oblivion. Collective memories were powerful agents of conflict, and to make peace it 

was necessary to encourage warring parties not just to lay down their arms, but also to manage 

the public memorialization of rebellion and conflict. The most common way of doing this was 

through acts of oblivion. Without actually preventing people from knowing about the past, these 

acts prohibited people from acting upon that knowledge in the present.147 Pollmann has pointed 

out that introducing acts of oblivion was complicated for the Habsburg authorities in the 

Southern Netherlands. Although they were prepared to forget the fact that some of their subjects 

had initially supported the Revolt, before returning to obedience, they could not afford to let 

memories of the past conflict disappear completely. After all, they simultaneously needed to 

justify the ongoing war with the Dutch Republic.148  

On the basis of the peace or truce deliberations discussed here, I can add another 

complication to Pollmann’s analysis. From a Spanish perspective, concluding the conflict with 

peace, truce or reconquest was intended not to secure oblivion, but to safeguard some aspects of 

Dutch collective memory. One of the great dangers of a long rebellion was that seditious subjects 

would gradually forget that they owed obedience to their sovereign and lose the memory and 

habit of living as his vassals. Benavente argued around the expiration of the Truce that for this 

reason, Philip III should act swiftly, ‘before the memory is completely lost of those who knew or 

have heard speak of the obedience they owe to Your Majesty, for this is being lost.’ It was almost 

too late, because ‘already in some villages there are not even arms of Your Majesty on the public 

buildings, and those who are born now are not being told nor taught any other thing but 

abhorrence of the Spanish, their cruelties exaggerated, and this hardens the resolve [of these 

people] so that they are not inclined to turn back to the yoke of obedience.’149 The Spanish 

needed to fight to recover their rightful place in Dutch memory before it was lost forever.  

Just as acts of oblivion were intended to prevent people from acting upon knowledge of 

the past and, for example, prolonging conflict, in the case of Spain, forgetting obedience would 

lead to a definitive abandonment of acting like a vassal. Memory was a dangerous political actor, 

                                                            
147 Pollmann, Memory in Early Modern Europe, 141-51. 
148 Ibid., 150. 
149 ‘Antes que se acave de perder la memoria de las que conocieron o oyeron decir la obediencia que deven 
a V.M. como su Rey Natural, pues esta se va perdiendo’; ‘porque ya en muy pocas villas hay ni armas de 
V.M. en las puertas ni edificios publicos, y a los que oy nacen y se crian no les leen ni enseñan otra cossa 
sino el aborrecimiento que deven a los Españoles, exaxerando sus crueldades y endureciendo las 
Voluntades para que no arrastren a volver al jugo de la obediencia.’ Christóbal de Benavente, ‘Relacion de 
las cosas de olanda’, 19 June 1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 35v. 
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perpetuating resistance and undermining subjects’ loyalty and affection. The Spanish already 

had repeatedly failed to impose their own version of the history of the Dutch Revolt upon the 

Dutch, as Cabrera de Córdoba emphasized, with damaging consequences for the reputation of 

generals like the Duke of Alva.150 If the Northern Provinces of the Netherlands lost the 

knowledge of their own history, the history that bound them to Spain, they would definitely be 

lost to the monarchy.151 

 

The long shadow of the Truce 

In discussions about a new truce, neither the ancients nor even the history of the early phases of 

the war could be as relevant as a direct precedent of the topic under debate. From the moment it 

was signed, the experience of the Twelve Years’ Truce shaped the debates about negotiating 

with the Dutch. Its significance and consequences for the Spanish monarchy were, of course, 

crucial for the Spanish debates, but so were the occurrences within the Dutch Republic itself 

during the Truce years. Before the expiration, Carlos Coloma already acknowledged the 

advantage for Spain caused by the ‘quarrels they have between the Arminians and the 

Gomarists’, ‘and how divided this excuse of religion has made the minds of those peoples.’152 

Philip III should strike now that the Netherlands were ‘divided in sects.’153 Benavente agreed 

that Philip should seize the present occasion of the internal divisions and not prolong the 

Truce.154 

As we saw in the second chapter, Madrid was kept quite intimately informed about the 

situation in the Netherlands through the networks of agents such as Manuel Sueyro. Detailed 

knowledge about the strife within the Republic was interwoven with updates on the state of 

affairs within the monarchy itself, and accordingly with advice. Whenever the Marquis of 

Bedmar, Spanish ambassador in Brussels, received information about Arminian uprisings in 

Gouda or Rotterdam, he would immediately report them to Madrid.155 This kind of news led to 

                                                            
150 See above, Chapter 2. 
151 See also Anon., ‘Olandeses: Discurso sobre el prorrogar, mejorar, o romper las treguas con ellos’, 15 
January 1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 56v-57. 
152 ‘Diferencias que traen entre si los Armenianos y los Gomeristas’; ‘y quan divididos tiene este pretexto 
de Religion los animos de aquellos pueblos.’ Carlos Coloma, ‘Discurso de D. Carlos Coloma de la forma en 
que debria hazerse la guerra à los Holandeses’, ca 1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 60. 
153 ‘Divididas en parcialidades, y no sobradas de amigos, y de dinero.’ Ibid., 59. 
154 Although their discord seemed to offer a strategic advantage to the Spanish, Benavente was keenly 
aware of the severe consequences of the Gomarist triumph for the Catholics living in the rebel provinces. 
Gomarus was a fierce opponent of Catholicism, and Benavente had learned that Maurice had 
systematically rounded up Catholic priests still secretly active in the larger towns. Christóbal de 
Benavente, ‘Relacion de las cosas de olanda’, 19 June 1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 30v. 
155 Marquis of Bedmar to Philip III, 12 September 1620, AGS Estado Leg. 2309, unfoliated. Marquis of 
Bedmar to Juan de Ciriça, 7 January 1621, AGS Estado Leg. 2310, unfoliated. Marquis of Bedmar to Philip 
III, 18 June and 2 August 1620, AGS Estado Leg. 2309, unfoliated. For Bedmar’s activity as an informant, 
see Jan Joseph Poelhekke, ‘t Uytgaen van den Treves. Spanje en de Nederlanden in 1621 (Groningen: 
Wolters, 1960), 68-70. 
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conjectures about the possible consequences of a new truce, for if once more left to its own 

devices, could the politico-theological conflict erupt again and perhaps fatally weaken the 

Republic? As a Spanish-Italian counsellor argued during the Truce, there might even be hope in 

the fact that the Dutch Arminians now feared the tyranny of Maurice and repented their original 

rebellion, ‘dearly wishing to throw themselves at the feet of His Majesty as their king and 

prince.’156  

A number of counsellors in 1628 predicted that ‘if God be helped, new discord will return 

between the Arminians and Gomarists, like last time.’ Ambrogio Spinola reckoned that unlike 

Maurice, who had effectively settled the disputes last time, Stadtholder Frederick Henry might 

well be unable to restore peace and quiet, lacking his elder brother’s authority and firmness. 

‘And these conjectures are not inconvenient to consider’, he added, ‘for it is very usual for 

popular commonwealths accustomed to war that when they have no external one, they fall out 

among themselves, and if this were to happen, it would open up a road which Your Majesty 

could never have dreamed to be able to follow by way of war.’157 In this way, a peaceful solution 

could eventually lead to the return of the rebel provinces to royal obedience. Thinking along the 

same lines, Fernando de Girón proposed to make the new truce a little longer: ‘and if we had 

made the past truce which we made for twelve years, for twenty, we would have seen very good 

results from the discords which were flaring up between the Arminians and the Gomarists.’158 

When it came to the consequences of the Twelve Years’ Truce for the Spanish monarchy, 

the evaluation by agents and counsellors was almost universally negative. The military and 

financial advantages had disappointed, and the loss of reputation was great. Thus a year before 

the expiration, Semple wrote that even if waging war had been costly and troublesome, ‘the 

eleven years of truce with the rebels have been more damaging to this monarchy than 42 years 

of warfare.’159 Many counsellors were alarmed to notice that the Truce had only made the Dutch 

                                                            
156 ‘Desiderandi molto de ponersi a y piedi de Sua M.ta come suo Re e Principe.’ ‘Papel del Conte de 
Argaill’, 16 June 1620, AGS Estado Leg. 2309, unfoliated. 
157 ‘Que haga la Tregua a lo menos por treinta años en los quales si Dios fuese servido que volviesen otros 
pleytos entre los Arminianos y Gomeristas como la vez pasada en tiempo de Bernabelt, podría ser que no 
se compusiesen tambien como los compuso entonces el Principe de Orange Mauricio, pues aunque el 
presente tenga el mismo cargo que el otro, en la autoridad, es muy diferente, y si bien estas son cosas 
inciertas no ay inconviniente el pensar en ellas, pues es cosa muy ordinaria en republicas tan populares, y 
acostumbradas a guerra, no haviendo la de fuera revolverse entre ellos, que si sucediese, habriria camino 
a lo que por via de guerra Vuestra Magestad no puede esperar jamas.’ ‘Voto Marques de los Balbases’, in 
Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97. 
158 ‘Y si como se hizo la tregua passada por doze años se huviera hecho por veynte se huvieran visto muy 
buenos successos por las discordias que se iban encendiendo entre Armenianos y Gomaristas y por estas 
consideraciones inclina mas a tregua larga que no a paz.’ Consulta Junta de Aposento, 23 April 1628 (2), 
AGS Estado Leg. 2041, f. 49. 
159 ‘Los 11 años de las treguas con reveldes an sido de mas daño para esta corona que los 42 años de 
guerra.’ Guillermo Semple, memorial s.d. [1620], AGS Estado Leg. 2309, unfoliated. 
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stronger.160 During the Roosendael debates, the Marquis of Montesclaros pointed out that for the 

Dutch, the Truce had meant saving on military expenses and the freedom to expand their 

commercial activity in the East and West Indies and to pursue their privateering campaigns in 

the Maghreb. The Spanish, on the other hand, had needed to keep investing in the armies to 

control their borders and had been greatly damaged by Dutch activity in the Mediterranean and 

the Atlantic.161 According to Alvía de Castro, for the Spanish monarchy this had been what 

Tacitus would call a ‘bleeding peace.’162 

Like other counsellors, Alvía also pointed to the damaging effects to the monarchy of the 

fact that since the signing of the Truce, the Dutch had been able to move within the international 

arena like a sovereign state. Having managed as rebels to have their own natural lord sign a 

truce with them, ‘it will make them even more feared and respected, seeing that the greatest 

monarch of the world, their king and natural lord, negotiates with them, his rebels and 

apostates.’163 The repercussions of the Twelve Years’ Truce were also disastrous when it came to 

retaining the memory of owed obedience to the king of Spain. Alvía de Castro noted in 1629 that 

‘in the Dutch there is now not any trace, nor sign of the ancient vassalage and duty towards Your 

Majesty, and this is sufficiently proved by the wording of the peace of the year 1609, with “the 

distinguished gentlemen of the States General of the United Provinces” in such a capacity as if 

they are held for free provinces and lands, over which Their Highnesses the Archdukes have 

nothing to say.’164 

King Philip IV himself was perhaps the most negative about the impact of the Twelve 

Years’ Truce. He explicitly refused to repeat his father’s mistake ‘on the point of sovereignty 

during the past Truce, which was the first and most important step with which the collapse of 

our own reputation commenced, and thus the reputation of the monarchy, for all other kings and 

princes continue to treat them [the Dutch] as sovereign with the excuse that we would have 

ceded it to them, even though my father has never decided thus, nor has anyone voted in favor in 

this Council.’ Now, in 1633, in the face of such mortification it seemed better ‘to lose everything 

                                                            
160 ‘Y soi de pareçer que lo que combiene a la cristiandad y a la conservaçion y aumento de la Corona de 
españa es romper la guerra con los Olandeses, como se ve en los ejemplos se lo que a sucedido pues se 
hiço la tregua, pues los olandeses tienen tres veces mas gente que solian.’ ‘Parecer Marques de Belveder’, 
11 Febuary 1619, AGS Estado Leg. 634, f. 321. 
161 ‘Voto Marques de Montesclaros’, in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 
97. 
162 ‘Paz sangriente.’ Alvía de Castro, ‘Discursos y oraciones’, f. 33.  
163 ‘Y haranse mas temidos y respectados, viendo que el Monarcha mayor del mundo Rey y Señor suyo 
natural capitula con ellos, siendo sus rebeldes y apostatas.’ Ibid., f. 40. 
164 ‘Ay ya en los Olandeses rastro, ni señal del vasallaje antiguo y devido a Su Mag.d ninguno se alla ni be’ 
prueba bastante el lenguaje de las pazes del años de 1609: los Ilustres señores los estados generales de las 
Provincias Unidas de los Paizes baxos en calidad, y como teniendolos por estados Provincias y paizes 
libres, sobre los quales las Altezas de los serenissimos Principes Archiduques no pretendian nada.’ Ibid., 
16r. 
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with the sword in hand.’165 A year later, Philip was even more desperate. ‘The start of the ruin 

and utter desperation of my monarchy was the past Truce (…), and as I see it, it was the 

interpretation of that last Truce that first granted those rebels to be treated as free.’166 

Yet despite all these objections, the form and content of the Truce articles became the 

basis from which an improved new agreement could be conceived. The key objective was to use 

the knowledge of the damaging consequences of the Twelve Years’ Truce in order to determine 

what to avoid, and procure better conditions.167 A new truce could be considered only if it would 

not appear as a prolongation of the 1609 agreement.168 The royal powers of negotiation likewise 

turned into blueprint documents. As Pierre Roose pointed out during the Schenkenschans 

negotiations, the 1608 powers needed to be examined and edited ‘as a fundamental piece for all 

negotiations, on which had been worked very much in the past; not just for the last Truce, but 

also after its expiration during the year of 1629 and even lately for the one in 1633, when the 

rebel provinces were not satisfied with the powers of the lady Infanta of the year 1629.’169 

Given the general awareness of the negative impact of the Truce on the state of the 

monarchy, the precedent of the Truce mostly served as a guide to what to avoid. During the 

Roosendael debates, the Duke of Feria emphasized the importance of remembering the parallels 

with the Truce negotiations twenty years previously. The king now needed to be counseled 

carefully, ‘for what happened in 1608 is still fresh in our memory, when we treated the same 

matter, and the reasons which the people who desired it [the Truce] advanced were no different, 

nor is the hope we initially had that the negotiations would be to His Majesty’s advantage.’ But 

during the Truce negotiations the rebels had eventually managed to be treated as an 

independent people, with disastrous consequences.170 Olivares insisted on examining ‘the old 

papers and consultas concerning the past truce,’ which made clear that the negotiations had 

                                                            
165 ‘En el puncto de la soberanidad de la tregua pasada que fue la piedra primera y mas importante por 
donde empezo el descaezimiento de nuestra reputacion, y asi el de esta monarchia, siguiendose a tratarlos 
como soberanos todos los otros Reyes y Principes con el pretexto de que nosotros se lo havriamos 
concedido, sin haverlo resuelto mi padre ny votado nadie en este Consejo’; ‘perderlo todo con la espada en 
la mano.’ Consulta Consejo de Estado, 29 May 1633, AGS Estado Legajo 2047, f. 28. 
166 ‘El principio de la ruina y ultima desolacion de mi monarchia fue la tregua pasada (...) y es para mi ver 
que con la interpretacion de auqella tregua se abrio la permisión de ser tratados como libres essos 
rebeldes.’ Philip IV on Consulta Consejo de Estado (margin), 16 March 1634, AGS Estado Legajo 2048, f. 
35. 
167 In short: ‘Aventaxar el tratado presente del passado.’ ‘Voto Marques de Montesclaros’, in Consulta 
Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97. 
168 ‘Voto Don Juan de Villela’, in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97. 
169 ‘Como pieca fundamental de toda la negociacion, y a que se travaxo tanto en ello en las pasadas no solo 
de la tregua precedente, si no tambien despues de acavada asta al año de 1629 y aun ultimamente en el de 
1633 quando las provincias rebeldes no se contentaron de la procura de la Señora Infante del año 1629.’ 
‘Voto de Pierre Roose sobre la tregua con Holanda’, 2 October 1635. AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 102. 
170 ‘Esta tan fresco la memoria de lo que sucedio el año de 608, quando se trato de la misma materia no 
siendo diferentes las causas que en aquel tiempo propusieron las personas que las desseavan que las que 
aora se proponen ni la esperanza que al principio se concibio de que seria la negociacion ventaxossa por 
VM.’ ‘Voto Duque de Feria,’ in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97. 
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begun with great expectations considering the benefit of the faith and no fear of the need to 

make concessions on the issue of sovereignty, and this had all turned out disastrously.171 In 1633 

Olivares also warned against a repetition of ‘treguas desiguales’ that would harm His Majesty’s 

vassals in Portugal and Castile, and another counsellor now feared that a new truce would be ‘a 

very damaging example’ which could cause disquiet within the loyal estates, without 

accomplishing any gain.172 

 

The irony of building on experience in decision-making when attempting to end a war is that 

revisiting the past perpetuates the memory of conflict, which ultimately obstructs concluding 

peace or truce. Memory was powerful. Elements of individual and social memory were present 

in the fear that the Dutch would lose their status of vassals with abandoning the habit of living as 

such, and once the joint Hispano-Dutch past was replaced with memories of repression and hate, 

a shared future would become unthinkable. Similarly, the counsellors active during the 

seventeenth century retained no personal memory of the Dutch as obedient vassals of the 

crown. In the same way the Spanish lived in Dutch memory as enemies, the Spanish had 

acquired a habit of thinking about the Dutch as rebels who ought to be brought back to 

obedience rather than granted their liberty, and both modes of thinking about the recent past 

obstructed the road to a settlement of the conflict by way of peace or truce. The Spanish memory 

of the Truce likewise opposed a settlement, since with the constant recounting of the dramatic 

consequences, it took on the proportions of a trauma. Much as the need to study the documents 

in order to learn from past mistakes was recognized, memory of the humiliation was more 

powerful than trust in the analysis. Ancient and recent history, in the form of histories, 

commonplace knowledge, and social and individual memory, thus worked in complex ways, 

simultaneously pushing forward and obstructing a peaceful settlement of the ‘interminable’ war 

in Flanders. 

 

  

                                                            
171 ‘Veanse los papeles antiguos de la tregua passada y todas las consultas della.’ ‘Voto Conde Duque de 
Olivares’, in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97.  
172 ‘Treguas desiguales’; ‘ni dejar lastimados a los vasallos de Castilla y de Portugal.’ Consulta Consejo de 
Estado, 16 July 1633, AGS Estado Legajo 2047, f. 33. Duke of Villahermosa: ‘Se consigan las utilidades que 
se pueden esperar de la Tregua, se queda dando un exemplar muy perjudicial a la regalia de VMd y 
ocassion muy grande a los Reveldes para que en lo de adelante puedan inquietar a los estados obedientes.’ 
Consulta Consejo de Estado, 16 March 1634, AGS Estado Legajo 2048, f. 35. 
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III – CONCIENCIA 

The conscious shepherd versus the pragmatic statesman 

 

Experience provided material for pragmatic reasoning about the benefits or damage of a 

potential truce. But as a Catholic monarch, the king of Spain could not predominantly reason and 

act as a pragmatic statesman. His role was still fundamentally that of a shepherd to his people, 

charged with divine responsibility for the worldly and spiritual well-being of all the subjects 

under his dominion and care. However, in ruling a composite monarchy, the roles of the 

conscious shepherd and of the pragmatic statesman often conflicted. The tensions were 

highlighted within the truce debates, centring around two main aspects of the concept of 

sovereignty: the obligation to administer justice to all subjects under his rule alike and the 

obligation of protecting the integrity of their Catholicism. How were these conflicts perceived in 

the context of the truce debates, and what theoretical and practical solutions were available? 

 

Challenges of the composite monarchy 

King Philip IV was keenly aware of the difficulty of being head of the monarchy of Spain. ‘It is 

nothing new for great monarchies to have troubles, because the greater they are, the more 

difficult it is for them to defend their coasts and kingdoms, and even more so when these are so 

different from one another as those within the monarchy of Spain, for she has dominions in all 

the four parts of the world, and much to care for and to defend.’173 One of the problems in such 

an extensive empire was, of course, communication. Infanta Isabella begged for the powers to 

negotiate in the name of the king as she saw fit, ‘for calamities tend to change the situation, and 

by sending correspondence to His Majesty and await a response, with the pause and the delay 

we can lose momentum, time and everything.’174 Distance was even more extreme in the case of 

the Indies. The Council of Portugal warned the king in 1618 that if he should prolong the Truce, 

it was not unthinkable that the ruling elites, so far away from Spain, might unite with the local 

population and rise up against the royal authority, just as the Dutch had done.175 A few years 

later a rebellion indeed broke out in Mexico against the viceroy of New Spain, the Marquis of 

Gelves. Gelves was called back to Spain in the aftermath and later took a seat in the Council of 

                                                            
173 ‘El tener las monarquias grandes malos succesos no es nuevo, porque quanto mayores son, mas 
dificultosa tienen la defensa de sus costas y reynos, y mucho mas siendo tan distintas las unas de las otras, 
como lo son las de esta Corona de España, pues en todas las quatro partes del Mundo tiene dominio, y 
mucho de que cuydar y poner en defensa.’ King Philip IV, ‘Papel que escribió Su Magestad al consejo real’, 
22 September 1629, AHN Estado Libro 867, f. 180. 
174 ‘Porque los accidentes suelen mudar las cosas y con despachar corresponcia a VMd y esperar respuesta 
con el intervale y dilacion se puede perder la ocasion, tiempo y todo.’ Infanta Isabella to Philip IV, 2 June 
1629, AGS Estado Leg. 2043, f. 325. 
175 Consulta Consejo de Portugal, 28 May 1618, AGS Estado Leg. 634, f. 345. 
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State, where he used his experience to warn that the monarchy ‘being the most divided the 

world has known, brings with its nature these troubles and inconveniences.’176 

Many counsellors perceived the problems inherent in the variety of peoples within the 

monarchy and the failure of the centre to understand and adequately manage them. This issue 

was directly addressed in a memorial política presented anonymously to the king in August 

1630, the year after the collapse of the Roosendael negotiations. The authors opened by 

criticizing the war in Flanders, which the monarchy could ill afford. Would it be such a great 

paradox if the king gave up Flanders in order to save his other states? At least it was clear that 

the ruin of Flanders was inevitable if the king did not alter the manner of governing the land, 

‘even if he would spend all the gold in the world.’177 As to the Truce, the authors acknowledged 

that this had not been a popular decision and might have been ‘one of those remedies that 

Seneca calls abominable and looking for health through an illness’, but ‘if we have to judge by the 

consequences’ these twelve years seemed to have greatly helped in restoring the princely 

authority within the loyal provinces.178 A desperate Aytona wrote to Madrid in 1632 that with 

the king at such a distance and with his vassals in the southern Netherlands under such strain, 

the Spanish risked erring against the maxim that ‘it is impossible to preserve kingdoms when 

the majority of the subjects is so alienated from the love and service of their princes.’179 

The centre of the composite monarchy lived in constant fear that problems or rebellion 

in one realm would affect the others. Wariness of this kind of domino effect was present in the 

deliberations about peace or truce in the Low Countries. The first troubles the Truce would 

bring, wrote the Duke of Osuna in 1608, was ‘the major consequence that all vassals who always 

wanted to rebel against their king could follow, believing that the force of arms and rebellion 

have to put them in a state in which the king confirms their liberty.’ This would be worse than 

losing the northern Low Countries entirely, for in the past many kings had lost kingdoms and 

recovered, but never when they had entirely lost their reputation.180 When the Estates General 

held their semi-unauthorized negotiations with the Republic in 1633, the Count-Duke of Olivares 

                                                            
176 ‘Por ser la mas dividida que se ha conocida en el mundo, trae de su naturaleza estos daños y 
inconvenientes.’ ‘Voto Marques de Gelves’, in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 
2042, f. 97. For the Mexican revolt, see Angela Ballone, The 1624 Tumult of Mexico in perspective, c. 1620-
1650. Authority and Conflict Resolution in the Iberian Atlantic (Leiden, etc.: Brill, 2017). 
177 ‘Aunque gastasse todo el oro del mundo.’ Anon., ‘Memoria política sobre los asuntos de Flandes’, 5 
August 1630, BNE Mss. 18717/35, f. 2. 
178 ‘Uno de los remedios que Seneca llama detestables y buscan la salud por una enfermedad’; ‘si se ha de 
juzgar por los effectos.’ Ibid., f. 9-9v. 
179 ‘Pronostico muy verdadero: no es posible se conservar Reynos hallandose la mayor parte de los 
subditos tan agena de amar y servir a sus Principes como lo estan estos y que aborrecen a los Españoles 
que los goviernan en sumo grado.’ Aytona to Olivares (minute), 22 October 1632, ADM Archivo Histórico 
leg. 63, ramo 7. See also Consulta Consejo de Estado, 3 December 1632, AGS Estado Leg. 2046, f. 3. 
180 ‘Es la gran consequencia que pueden seguir todos los vasallos que quisieren rebelarse a su Rey, 
pareciendoles que la fuerza de la Armas, y rebeldia les ha de poner en estado que el Rey les confirme su 
libertad.’ Duke of Osuna, ‘Discurso como se debe continuar la guerra de Flandes’, 1608, BL Add. Mss 
14005, f. 81v. 
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expressed his fear that ‘any decision as unauthorized as this one about the truce, will end in a 

universal loss, not just of those but of many other realms of this monarchy, because the bad 

example of this case can easily incite other malcontents, of which there are bound to be many.’181 

The image of man’s nature was quite negative in the case of many peoples in the 

periphery, and since this nature was held to be unchanging, this had serious consequences for 

the projected hopes of resolving conflicts. The Dutch were treacherous and liberty-loving, and 

because ‘neither the climate of a land, nor the nature of its inhabitants ever change’, the third 

Duke of Lerma argued that they should seriously doubt ‘the utility of this war.’182 According to 

Christobal de Benavente, the problem was that the Spanish had always failed to understand the 

nature of the Dutch, whose ‘men as well as women, are fond of investigating everything, and to 

see, read and interpret, even when it comes to the Sacred Scriptures.’ William of Orange and his 

son Maurice had known this and used it as a weapon against the Spanish king through effective 

propaganda. In numerous pamphlets the rebels had elaborated on the ‘many cruelties of the rule 

of Your Majesty and his royal ancestors, and his ministers’ religious oppression, burdens and 

intolerable taxes, and the violation of their privileges.’183 Spain had not responded well to these 

booklets, so ‘the populace easily believes them, never having heard anything to the contrary.’184 

Benavente therefore proposed to circulate a manifesto among the rebels which systematically 

countered all myths and lies about former Spanish oppression and pointed out the hypocrisy of 

the prohibition of Catholic worship by so-called freedom fighters. The nature of the Dutch 

required that they should be convinced with arguments in addition to arms.  

 Apart from taking into account the natures of the various subjects, preserving the 

monarchy was believed to be closely connected to the preservation of the monarchy’s 

reputation. Fear and respect should guard against internal rebellion and external aggression, 

and in the minds of Olivares and his contemporaries, loss of reputation would be tantamount to 

the loss of power, and thus loss of state. Yet if an unworthy truce in Flanders would signify loss 

of reputation, how much was the king allowed to sacrifice in defending it? A conflict existed, for 

instance, between the royal obligations towards the teachings of Christ and reputation, as the 

                                                            
181 ‘Qualquiera resoluçion tan desautorizada como esta que se tomaren en la Tregua vendra a parar en una 
perdida universal, no solo de aquellos sino de otros muchos estados desta Corona porque el mal exemplo 
deste casso se pegara façilmente a los otros mal Contentos que es fuerza que aya muchos.’ Consulta 
Consejo de Estado, 29 May 1633, AGS Estado Leg. 2047, f. 28. 
182 ‘No mudando clima el Pais, o naturaleza los hombres que le habitan’; ‘Utilidad desta guerra.’ ‘Voto del 
Duque de Lerma sobre la tregua con Holanda’, 2 October 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 87. 
183 ‘La naturaleça desta gente señor, asi hombres como mugeres, es amiga de examinarlo todo y ver leer y 
interpretar hasta las escrituradas Sagradas’; ‘muchas crueldades del Govierno de V.M. y de los señores 
reyes sus antecesores y de sus ministros ôpresion de religion, cargas y tributos intolerables, y 
rompimiento se sus Privilejios.’ Christóbal de Benavente, ‘Relacion de las cosas de olanda’, 19 June 1620, 
BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 32-32v. 
184 ‘Como estas librillos nunca han tenido respuesta, facilmente lo cree el vulgo por no haver oido cosa en 
contrario.’ Ibid., f. 32v. 
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Cardinal of Toledo pointed out: ‘Christ our Saviour taught us to love and desire peace, adopting 

the name Prince of Peace, but demonstrating a great desire for it, tends to bring great 

inconvenience to the reputation of princes and their empires.’185 The problem here was that 

while a Christian prince should aim for peace, he also needed to protect the Faith and the 

spiritual welfare of his subjects, and this was hard to achieve when loss of reputation 

undermined his worldly power. 

 

Counsel of theology 

Just after the signing of the Truce, a counsellor expressed concern about the consequences of the 

Dutch navigation of the East and West Indies, for ‘the worst is, that it opens the door through 

which heresy enters those provinces.’ He feared that the newly established Church in those 

parts, governed from such a distance, would be fatally affected.186 Religion and the position of 

the Catholic faith in the Dutch Republic were crucial points in the truce deliberations. The 

following will demonstrate that under the pressure of circumstances, even within the Catholic 

monarchy there existed room for negotiation in religious matters. Here, the answer to the 

question of principle-or-pragmatism was largely answered by an intertwining of the Church and 

secular government, which guaranteed a moral basis in both. Aligning the cause of the monarchy 

and the cause of the faith, promoting the one necessarily benefitted the other.  

Discussions of matters of war and peace in the Council of State were usually attended by 

theologians or members of the clergy, most importantly by the royal confessor. The theory and 

practice of confessors and theologians intervening as political counsellors within Catholic 

monarchies during the early seventeenth century have recently been studied in depth by Nicole 

Reinhardt. The rise of royal confessors as political advisers, Reinhardt has argued, might have 

been inspired by Botero’s conception of reason of state. Botero had recommended a ‘council of 

conscience’ composed of expert theologians and canon lawyers to review state council decisions 

and alter them if they put the ruler’s safety of conscience at risk.187 Reinhardt has demonstrated 

how between Spanish royal confessors and favourites there existed a relationship of co-

dependence. Fray Antonio Sotomayor, who stayed on as royal confessor when Philip IV 

succeeded his father, was especially close to the Count-Duke of Olivares. Sotomayor became a 

permanent member of the Council of State in 1624 and was part of many juntas.188 

                                                            
185 ‘Cristo nuestro Redemptor les [pazes] enseñó el querella, y desealla, tomando para si el nombre de 
Principe de Paz, pero el mostrar mucha gana de ella, suele traer grandes inconvenientes, para la 
reputacion de los principes y de sus imperios.’ ‘Parecer del Cardenal de Toledo’, s.d. [1609], AGS Estado 
Leg. 626, f. 2. 
186 ‘Lo que peor es, que se abre puerta por donde entre en aquellas provincias la heregía.’ Condestable de 
Castilla, Consulta Consejo de Estado (minute), 1 June 1609, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 7. 
187 Reinhardt, Voices of Conscience, 67. 
188 Ibid., 242, 221. 
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Olivares’ reliance on the counsel of theologians to justify the Spanish cause had a 

strongly apologetic character, which was prone to accusations of hypocrisy.189 But as Reinhardt 

has shown, it would be too simplistic to reduce their counsel ‘to a merely Machiavellian 

manipulation of theological arguments to justify politics, with theologians and confessors 

handing out certificates of harmlessness to calm consciences.’190 What appeared to shape the 

counsel was the integration of probabilism, a method of moral casuistry proposed by the 

Dominican Bartolomé de Medina in 1577 and quickly adopted by the great majority of moral 

theologians up to the 1640s.191 Probabilism held that the appraisal of ordinary and 

extraordinary circumstances could lead only to an identification of probably right or wrong 

courses of action; moral reasoning could afford no more than probable certainty that a course of 

action was the right one. Crucially, according to this probabilism, an individual was not obliged 

to choose the most probable or morally safest course of action. One’s conscience was safe as long 

as the individual through moral reasoning had reduced the spheres of ignorance and doubt to 

the best of his ability and had thus arrived at a probable opinion. An identical moral act was to 

be judged differently depending on whether the person who accomplished it did so in doubt and 

uncertainty (mortal sin) or whether he performed the act after searching for a probable opinion 

through good counsel.192 Consulting theologians about moral reasoning was an effective way to 

exclude vincible ignorance and to dispel doubt, two important preconditions for acting with 

moral security. 

For extraordinary spiritual or moral dilemmas, the Spanish kings could seek the advice 

of a special assembly or junta of theologians. For instance, if agreeing to a truce with Protestant 

rebels could be acceptable, to what extent was it legitimate to actively support or ally oneself 

with a Protestant party? This delicate matter was explored by a junta at the request of Philip IV 

early in 1629. The Roosendael negotiations were still in progress and the king was fighting a war 

on two fronts. Since both adversaries, the Dutch Republic and the Duke of Nevers in Mantua, 

were supported by the French, Philip now considered subsidizing the Huguenot Henri de Rohan, 

who was in open rebellion against the French king Louis XIII. Could the king ‘with security of 

conscience’ support the Duke in creating ‘a diversion’ within the French realm? Hernando de 

Salazar, Domingo Cano, Diego de Lorenzana and Luis de Torres de la Comania presented the 

king with a lengthy parecer which shows how probabilism and casuistic caveats in religious 

counsel could be united effectively with the interest of state.193  

                                                            
189 Elliott, Richelieu and Olivares, 97, 126–27; See also Bireley, The Jesuits and the Thirty Years War, ch. 6. 
190 Reinhardt, Voices of Conscience, 193. 
191 Ibid., 78. See also Nicole Reinhardt, ‘How Individual Was Conscience in the Early-Modern Period? 
Observations on the Development of Catholic Moral Theology’, Religion 45, no. 3 (3 July 2015): 409–28. 
192 Reinhardt, Voices of Conscience, 79, 193; Condren, Argument and Authority, 174. 
193 ‘Con siguridad de conçiencias’; ‘una diversion.’ Junta de Teólogos, ‘Parecer sobre si podrá el Rey a liarse 
con el Duque de Rohan’, 25 January 1629, RAH Mss 9-7153, no. 6, unfoliated. 
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According to positive and divine law, the theologians judged, it was not allowed to lend 

support to heretics in a rebellion against a legitimate and Catholic king. Also to be taken into 

account was ‘the great scandal which it would give to the world if they saw that Your Majesty, 

being held for the shield and protector of the religion and the faith, would oppose the most 

Christian king, in a case in which he acts in favour of the faith and religion, while Your Majesty 

lends his favour and presents his power to the benefit of the opponents of such a king and of 

such a cause.’194 On the other hand, the king of France had also committed injustice against the 

king of Spain, in the first place by supporting the Dutch in their rebellion, robbery, piracy and 

heresy. It also seemed clear that there was no other way to prevent the French king’s invasion of 

Milan except by occupying him with a rebellion within his own territory. Moreover, it was 

generally accepted among theologians that a Catholic king was allowed to avail himself of 

heretical arms when it concerned a just war, for ‘if the war is just, the vengeance which one 

attempts to accomplish with it is an act of vindicative justice.’195 Thus using the classic 

Augustinian premise of vindicative justice as a just cause for war, the junta held that whether a 

prince charges heretics or Catholics with its execution, the act was licit and virtuous because of 

its just cause. 

So after carefully weighing the arguments ‘it has uniformly seemed that in the present 

case, all circumstances considered’ Philip could legitimately allow himself to profit from a 

diversion created by the French heretics, ‘and this will not just be legitimate for Your Majesty, 

but his dear obligation.’196 As the theologians presented it, essentially Philip would not aid 

heretics to fight an unjust war, but receive heretical aid, which would allow him to defend 

himself against an enemy who waged or intended to wage an unjust war against him.197 If there 

was no other way available to Philip, then lending financial support to these heretics ‘is not 

giving them support but receiving it from them, it is not rescuing them but being rescued by 

them, it is not favouring them but being favoured by them, it is not giving them arms but using 

and profiting from those which for Your Majesty can do good.’ Philip would act in the name of 

                                                            
194 ‘Es digno de mucha consideraçion el gran escandalo que al mundo se daria si se viese en el que VMd 
siendo tenido por el escudo y amparo de la religion y de la fe, se opone al Rey Christianissimo en la causa 
que el trato en favor de la fe y de la religion dando VMd su favor y declarando su poder en favour de los 
contrarios contra tal Rey y en tal causa.’ Ibid.. 
195 ‘Siendo la guerra justa la venganca que en ella se pretende es acto de justicia vindicativa.’ Ibid..  
196 ‘Ha parecido uniformemente que en la presente ocasion, considerada con todas sus circunstançias, 
puede VMd liçitamente aprovecharse de los herejes de françia para hazer a su Rey la dicha diversion y que 
no solo le sera liçito esto a VMd sino que terna obligacion a hazerlo.’ Ibid.. 
197 Since Augustine, just war had essentially been defined as defensive and linked to questions of 
vindicative justice, which excluded wars of aggression or wars waged with intentions that fell short of 
these definitions. Reinhardt, Voices of Conscience, 108. See also Nicole Reinhardt, ‘Just War, Royal 
Conscience and the Crisis of Theological Counsel in the Early Seventeenth Century’, Journal of Early 
Modern History 18, no. 5 (2014): 495–521. 
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self-defence, which is granted to him by natural law. He would not even be responsible for any 

ensuing damage, for this befell the party that created the necessity of his self-defense.198  

When it came to the doctrine of the obligation to defend the faith, ‘one sees that an action 

that with regard to the one is guilty, unjust and sacrilegious, with regard to the other will be 

commendable, just and religious.’ This reasoning pointed at the casuistic method of probabilism, 

creating considerable flexibility in religious governance and placing great emphasis on the 

knowledge of circumstances. The junta also noted that they had been asked to review whether 

the Spanish king as author of the proposal ‘did not use a word that sounded like giving favour, 

help or support to the heretics of France, but words that sound like restoring and defending 

oneself against the damages and harm that threatened him (…), and for this reason he proposes 

inflicting on the king [of France] a distraction from the intentions against his kingdoms (…), 

words that signify self-defense and not aid to those who have been declared enemies of the 

Faith.’199 In the end, ‘Your Majesty will do no more than using their malice to relieve himself of 

his necessity.’200 Presenting circumstances, with carefully ordered information and well-chosen 

words, was crucial for the moral quality of a decision, reducing the spheres of ignorance and 

doubt in order to arrive at a probable opinion. This process was thus, at least in theory, at the 

core of managing the moral-religious dilemmas of statecraft. 

In practice, and especially in the case of the war in Flanders, the matters of religion and 

of statecraft were closely entwined. ‘The matter of religion is what first obliged us to go to war’, 

the Count-Duke of Olivares argued during the Roosendael deliberations, and so it was the 

essence of it. Therefore, ‘one can consider the matter of religion not just as a matter of piety and 

spiritual obligation, but also as a temporal matter and of reputation.’201 For Olivares this meant 

that both religion and reputation were essentially matters of state. If the Dutch were prepared to 

make concessions on the point of religion, then the issue of sovereignty could perhaps be 

negotiated, but if sovereignty were guaranteed, there might be room for some leeway in matters 

of religion:  

 

                                                            
198 ‘No es darles ayuda sino reçibirla dellos, no es socorrerles sino ser socorrido, no es favorecellos sino 
ser favoreçido, no es darles armas sino usar y aprovecharse de las que a VMd le puede ser buenas’. Junta 
de Teólogos, ‘Parecer’, unfoliated.  
199 ‘Se vee que una action que considerada respecto de uno es culpable, injusta y sacrilegía, respecto de 
otro sera loable, justa y religioso’; ‘no uso de ninguna palabra que sonase dar favor ayuda o auxilio a los 
hereges de françia, sino de las que suenan repararse y defenderse de los perjuycios y daños que (...) le 
amenaçan, y que para esto propone hazerle una diversion en lo yntento se sus Reynos (...), palabras que 
significan defensa propria y no auxilio que se aya declarados enemigos de la fee.’ Ibid.. 
200 ‘Porque VMd no ara mas de usar de la maliçia dellos para Socorro se du necesidad.’ Ibid.. 
201 ‘El punto de religion es el que obligó a romper la guerra. Y assi assentandose esta tregua sin obrar en 
ella mejora considerable, acomodaremos esta guerra rindiendo a nuestros enemigos y Rebeldes la razon 
por que se hizo la guerra (...), con que pareze que no solo se puede considerar el punto de Religion por 
punto de piedad y de obligacion spiritual, sino tambien temporal y de reputacion.’ ‘Voto Conde Duque de 
Olivares’, in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97. 



 

199 
 

With regard to this improvement of religion, I would say there remains some leeway, 

provided that we are left well on the field of reputation, for in this case a slight 

improvement could be expected to help a great deal. And truly from the disgrace of 

making peace or truce with rebels without improving this aspect, there can never be any 

spiritual or worldly gain. 

 

Olivares underlined his conception of religion as a matter both of conscience and of state once 

more in the conclusion of his address, repeating that if the Roosendael negotiations should end 

in a peace, Infanta Isabella would have to procure good conditions for religion because ‘Your 

Majesty finds himself not only obliged because of laws of religion and piety (which come first), 

but also because of temporal ones and of reputation.’202 

Reducing the principle of religion to practical, temporal solutions was essentially what 

the Dutch did in proposing unhindered Catholic worship behind closed doors. Christóbal de 

Benavente, as the Cardinal-Infante wrote to the Philip IV, told the Dutch ambassador Cornelis 

Musch in 1635 that His Majesty desired that Catholics in the Dutch Republic be allowed to 

exercise their faith in public churches. According to Benavente, at this Musch ‘jumped like a 

devilish viper’ and told him that now that they had ‘come to dispute religion or points of state’, 

Benavente needed to ‘believe me when I say that your pope and your clerics are no different 

from ours, except in their dress, and both have the same ambition in Holland, and that is that 

they can go about their business, and I see them pass by my house on their way to the 

ambassador’s house to hear mass, and nobody tells them anything, and anyone who has the 

means has mass said in his house.’203 

 

Dissimulation and necessity 

‘The secret is the heart and soul of matters of state’, William Semple wrote in 1621.204 Within the 

context of the conflict with the Dutch, keeping secrets or dissimulation turned out to be an 

essential strategy in solving the dilemmas of religion, especially when it was treated as a matter 

                                                            
202 ‘En qual ha de ser esta mejora de Religion, consideraría yo que queda alguna latitud, principalmente 
quedando nosotros bien en la parte de reputacion, por que de mediana mejora se podria esperar 
adelantalla mucho en este caso, y verdaderamente el descredito de hazer paz con rebeldes, o treguas, sin 
mejorar esta parte, creo que ni espiritual, ni temporalmente se cobrara jamas’; ‘No solo se halla Vuestra 
Magestad obligado por leyes de religion y piedad (que son las primeras), sino por las temporales y de 
reputacion’. Ibid.. 
203 ‘Salto como un vibo demonio’; ‘Hemos venido a disputar de Religion o puntos de estado, bueno seria 
proponer yo eso, (...) no havia predicante que no me apedrease, creedme que vuestro Papa, y vuestros 
clerigos no se diferençian de los nuestros, sino en los vestidos, la misma ambiçion tienen los unos que los 
otros en Holanda se les haze el buen pasage que se puede, y yo los veo pasar por mi casa, a la de los 
embajadores a oyr misa, y nadie les dize nada, y el que tiene comodidad la haze dezir en su casa.’ 
Ferdinand of Austria to Philip IV, 11 October 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 86. 
204 ‘Secreto, que es el alma y vida de materias de estado.’ ‘Papel de Guillermo Semple’, 6 January 1621, AGS 
Estado Leg. 2138, f. 191. 
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of state. During the Roosendael debates, royal confessor Sotomayor advised the king to seize any 

offer the Dutch made in matters of religion, even the restriction of Catholic worship in the Dutch 

Republic to private houses, and to pretend to accept the loss of his other demands. Without 

entering into specifics, Sotomayor insisted that under the present circumstances, the strategy of 

dissimulation would ultimately benefit the Catholic faith: 

 

In my opinion it would be convenient if, while obtaining all favourable conditions in 

favour of the Faith from those people (although these may not be what we would have 

wished, they are not less than what we expected), Your Majesty should dissemble about 

those he cannot secure, for this way he will promote the faith more than by breaking off 

the treaty out of resentment of their hardness.205 

 

Infanta Isabella, desperate to convince Philip IV to retain the article on Dutch liberty in a new 

treaty, begged her nephew to dissimulate on the principles of reputation and sovereignty, as 

well as religion. The ceding of sovereignty would only be temporary, and for all these reasons 

combined, it seemed as though ‘we can dissimulate an article that gives nothing to the opponent 

nor takes any right away from Your Majesty, and if we dissimulate about the matter of religion 

which is so important, it will be good for the world to see that Your Majesty has also 

dissimulated about these terms (…), and that he has not been more eager to advance his own 

agenda than that of God.’206   

Tensions within the composite monarchy and the threat to royal authority through local 

initiatives were also answered with strategies of dissimulation. The assembly of the loyal Estates 

General in 1632 greatly vexed Philip IV and especially Olivares, but they were also aware that 

Madrid’s control over the distant provinces was limited and that the situation could not be 

reversed. The Council of State therefore proposed that ‘Your Majesty dissimulate, although he 

does not approve.’207 Confessor Sotomayor believed that ‘although Your Majesty is prepared to 

dissimulate as much as possible, he should also be prepared to bring those Estates in a state in 

                                                            
205 ‘Assi juzgo, que convenga, que sacando VMd todas las condiciones favorable de la gente en favor de la 
religion, que segun se insinua (aunque no son las que se dessean, no son menos de las que se esperavan) 
dissimule VMd con las que no puede sacar, que con esto mismo hara mas en favor de la fe, que con romper 
este tratado en odio de su dureza.’ ‘Voto Padre Confesor’, in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, 
AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97. 
206 ‘Se puede dissimular un articulo que no da nada a la parte adversa ni quita derecho a VMd, y pues se 
dissimula por lo de la religion que tanto importa, sera bien que el mundo hecha de ver que VMd ha 
dissimulado tambien estos terminos (...) y que no ha querido hazer mas su negocio que el de Dios.’ Infanta 
Isabella to Philip IV, 2 June 1629, AGS Estado Leg. 2043, f. 325. 
207 ‘VMd disimule pero no aprueve’; ‘Aunque VMd se diponga disimular todo lo possible, se disponga 
tambien a poner aquellos Estados de forma que no solo se puedan defender sino dar cuydado al Enemigo’; 
‘en lo que toca a haver juntado los estados para este tratado se dissimule (…) pues no sera bien por aora 
que ellos entiendan se tiene esto por herror.’ Consulta Consejo de Estado, 3 December 1632, AGS Estado 
Legajo 2046, f. 3. 
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which they can not only defend themselves, but also frighten the enemy’, and the Duke of 

Alburquerque agreed that ‘with regard to the assembly of the Estates for this treaty, we should 

dissimulate, for at the moment it will not be good for them to know that we think it was a 

mistake.’ When in the summer of 1607 it was proposed to add to the armistice the condition that 

Dutch liberty would be acknowledged only in return for free Catholic worship, the interests of 

the faith were essentially treated as a bargaining tool. Yet adding this clause was presented as an 

act of piety which only incidentally created room for compromise on fronts such as sovereignty. 

‘The impossibility in which we find ourselves to continue the war, reduced us to the necessity of 

closing our eyes and not breaking the treaty for this reason’, an anonymous counsellor wrote, for 

it remained a strategy prompted by the troubled state of the Spanish monarchy.208 

Elements such as openly considering politics and religion in pragmatic terms and the 

emphasis on dissimulation as a means to achieve specific ends refer to a particularly Tacitean or 

Lipsian discourse. Lipsius had in fact written an open letter to the king of Spain in 1595 on the 

subject of negotiating peace with the Dutch. Once bereft of an external enemy, Lipsius argued, all 

those free-thinking minds would turn against each other and when the young state had been 

weakened by civil war, it would be easy to incorporate it within the Spanish monarchy once 

more.209 Pragmatic solutions or strategies were acceptable if they were presented as being 

directed at the eventual benefit of the monarchy and the Faith. But even then, it seemed crucial 

that they explicitly proceeded from necessity created by special circumstances. For Lipsius, 

necessity had been the factor that could legitimate behaviour of a dubious moral quality, and the 

junta of theologians demonstrated how in concrete cases the presentation of the circumstances 

and the right words could make the difference between what was morally right and wrong.  

That ‘necessity lacks a law, and respects nothing’ was generally acknowledged among the 

agents and counsellors, as was the power of necessity in the face of conscience.210 Within a realm 

in troubled times, Olivares wrote, ‘writing, prudence, discretion, discourse and the life of man all 

give way, and even conscience succumbs to public necessity.’211 In the face of overwhelming 

circumstances, doing one’s utmost clears the conscience. This is also true with regard to religion, 

                                                            
208 ‘La imposibilidad en que al presente nos hallamos de continuar la guerra, [que] nos reduzía a necesidad 
de cerrar los ojos y no romper por esto.’ ‘Parecer individual anon.’ in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 21 June 
1607, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 78. See also ibid., f. 76 and 77. 
209 Nicolette Mout, ‘Justus Lipsius Between War and Peace. His Public Letter on Spanish Foreign Policy and 
the Respective Merits of War, Peace or Truce (1595)’, in Public Opinion and Changing Identities in the Early 
Modern Netherlands: Essays in Honour of Alastair Duke, eds Judith Pollmann and Andrew Spicer (Leiden 
etc.: Brill, 2007), 141-62. 
210 ‘La necesidad carece de ley, y a nada respecta.’ Anon., ‘Olandeses: Discurso sobre el prorrogar, mejorar, 
o romper las treguas con ellos’, 15 January 1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 53. 
211 ‘Las letras, la prudencia, la discreción y el discurso, la vida de los hombres, todo cede y hasta la 
conciencia corre con la necesidad pública.’ ‘Consulta del Conde Duque as Su Majestad el rey don Felipe IV’, 
ca August-Septemer 1637, in Elliott and De la Peña, Memoriales y cartas, vol. 2, doc. XIV, 153-154. 
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for as the Bishop of Segovia argued during the Roosendael deliberations, the consequences of 

fighting a lost cause were likely to be even more disastrous:  

 

And Your Majesty, having done all he can, will have fulfilled his obligation and will with 

much legitimation be able to go ahead with the treaty, and it seems that to the Catholic 

religion it is important that the treaty will be closed, even though at the moment the state 

of their party will not be improved in Holland. For it is very likely that if the war is 

continued (not being able to raise enough [money] for it as is necessary) we have to lose 

all we own in the Low Countries, and the day we lose the loyal provinces, the Catholic 

religion will be lost in them.212  

 

So this was it, declared the Royal Confessor during the same meeting. The king could legitimately 

agree to a truce with his Protestant rebels, for ‘in the present circumstances, even though Your 

Majesty would wish it, he cannot do more – and against the impossible there exist no laws.’213 

 

 

IV – NECESIDAD 

Hardship and practical solutions 

 

Necessity and the lesser of two evils 

When the Dutch enjoyed a string of victories in 1629, Don Fernando de Girón understood that 

under these circumstances the Dutch would ‘want to draw from these some fruits and good 

fortune’, which would make it more difficult to reach an agreement. Yet presenting the 

circumstances differently in the same situation, Don Juan de Villela tried to convince his fellow 

counsellors that the Dutch would actually be eager to enter into an armistice, for ‘taking into 

account the disagreements they have at home on the field of religion, and also that although they 

are so victorious (for our sins), the ships of Dunkirk have made many prisoners and they will be 

eager to escape from this predicament.’214  

                                                            
212 ‘Y haviendo hecho VM en ello lo que puede, habra cumplido su obligación y podra con mucha 
justificacion passar adelante en el tratado, y es de parezer que para la misma religion Cattolica importa se 
concluyan las treguas, aunque agora no se mejore su partido en Olanda, porque es muy probable que si se 
continua la guerra (no pudiendo acudir a ella como es neçessario) se ha de perder quanto ay en Flandes, y 
el dia que se perdieren las Provincias obedientes se perdera la Relgion Cattolica en ellas.’ ‘Voto Obispo de 
Segovia’, in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97. 
213 ‘No pongo duda ni la puede aver en que VM pueda licitamente hacer esto, por que segun el presente 
estado, aunque VMd quiera, no puede hacer mas, y contra lo imposible no ay leyes.’ ‘Voto Padre Confesor’, 
in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97. 
214 ‘Y querer sacar dellas algun fruto y tentar la fortuna’; ‘No estaran muy lejos los Olandeses para admitir 
la suspension de armas, pone en consideración las dissensiones que tienen en su cassa en materia de 
religion, y tambien que aunque estan tan victoriosos por nuestros pecados, los navios de Dunquerque han 
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The presentation of circumstances could always be manipulated, orally or on paper. This 

was never as essential as when it came to circumstances creating necessity, with its extenuating 

powers. We saw Virgilio Malvezzi wrestle with this problem in his negotiations with the French 

nobles, for who was to determine when necessity had arrived? Still, it was necessity that needed 

to drive the Dutch towards entering into a truce, counsellors agreed. ‘The principal way of 

bringing them to reason, is that of war, and continuing what we have done these past two years,’ 

Archduke Albert wrote in 1607, ‘for what drives them, needs to be necessity.’215 After the good 

fortune of 1635, Pierre Roose would still argue that the king needed to preserve his momentum, 

for ‘only necessity, or convenience can oblige the enemy to make a truce.’216 When in 1632 

Isabella allowed the States General to assemble in order to negotiate with the Northern 

Provinces, Aytona explained to a displeased Olivares that this concession had been made 

because the Southern Provinces regarded it a necessity. To argue with necessity might well 

provoke open rebellion:  

 

In the state in which things are at the moment, Her Highness or we as Your Majesty’s 

ministers cannot act out of choice but only out of necessity. At our first refusal of that 

which they judge as necessary for their peace, they will reconcile with the rebels, for 

although all show themselves most zealous for His Majesty’s service, they strive in the 

first place for their own preservation in the manner they see fit, and not in the way we 

persuade them.217 

 

Isabella’s decision to allow the Estates General to assemble and to negotiate with the 

Republic was received with much vexation by the Council of State in Madrid. It was a matter of 

reputation with potentially negative practical consequences, for ‘it gives the impression that we 

allow the rebel forces to be superior, and that our security in the loyal provinces is only small, 

because we have to compromise with them.’ Yet the counsellors decided not to elaborate on the 

inconveniences of the Infanta’s decision, for they did appreciate the special situation, ‘and 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
hecho muchas pressas y querran salir deste cuydado.’ Consulta Consejo de Estado, 2 April 1629, AGS 
Estado Leg. 2043, f. 42. 
215 ‘Pues el principal medio para hazerlos venir a la razon, es la de la Guerra, y continuar lo que estos dos 
años pasados se ha hecho (...) pues lo que les avia de mover, avia de ser la necessidad.’ Consulta Junta de 
Tres, 20 Febuary 1607, AGS Estado Leg. 2025, f. 12. 
216 ‘Solo la necesidad, ó la conveniençia es la que han de obligar al enemigo a hacer la tregua.’ ‘Voto de 
Pierre Roose sobre la tregua con Holanda’, 2 October 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 102. 
217 ‘En el estado en que aora estan las cosas, ni Su Alteza ni los ministros de Vuestra Magestad obramos 
por eleccion sino por necesidad, porque a la primera negativa que se les de en lo que ellos juzgan por 
necessario para su quietud se ajustaran con los rebeldes, que aunque todos se muestran zelossisimos del 
servicio de Vuestra Magestad, procuran en primer lugar su conservación en la forma que ellos entienden y 
no en la que nosotros les persuadimos.’ Aytona to Olivares, 20 September 1632, quoted in Vermeir, En 
estado de guerra, 71-2. 
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because the Council feels that (…) although under different circumstances we should not permit 

it, now they seem tolerable and we have to endure them, not just because of the necessity to 

which these matters have been reduced and because of the great affliction that these vassals 

suffer, but also because in many situations they demonstrate good zeal and loyal affection 

worthy of esteem.’218 Some months later, royal confessor Sotomayor repeated that in spite of the 

possible harm done, they should now hope that the Dutch would be contented with the loyal 

Estates’ proposals. And if not, ‘we will have to compromise with necessity.’219 

This keen awareness of the force of circumstances and necessity-driven decision-making 

was paired with the realization that in many situations during the wars in the Low Countries, the 

option of a good or even acceptable scenario was not available. Circumstances would force the 

king and his agents to choose between two evils, and as the junta of theologians had explained, a 

reprehensible course of action could be rendered acceptable if no other roads were available. 

Discussing the need to ratify the Truce in 1608, Idiáquez admitted that although it was clear that 

the Republic would not guarantee free Catholic worship in exchange for the recognition of its 

liberty, it was also clear from Spinola’s letters that the Dutch knew that the Spanish monarchy 

could not afford to keep up the war. To continue fighting would mean an uncertain outcome, 

‘given the small benefit we have reaped from the excessive spending which Your Majesty has 

done these last years, with such big armies.’ And thus ‘in such dangerous circumstances it is 

necessary to tend to the lesser evil (…), so that we do not make an embarrassing peace, but it 

would do if we could come to an armistice of a few years.’220 

 A popular argument in 1620 was that the Dutch were behaving like open enemies in 

every part of the world except on their own territory, so that recommencing the war would not 

alter the situation much.221 As one counsellor remarked, in the entire world there was no 

harbour where Dutch traders were not more strongly represented than any other nation, 

steadily increasing their wealth.222 If the Truce continued, the Spanish would suffer ‘all the 

damage of peace, and all the dangers and inconveniences of war,’ causing Benavente to wonder 

                                                            
218 ‘El haver venido en ello la sra Infanta da a entender que se reconozen fuerzas superiores en los 
Rebeldes y poca seguridad en los obedientes pues se neçesita de contemporiçar con estas’; ‘y siendo esto 
el sentimiento del Consejo (...) que aunque en otro estado no debieran admitirse, hoi pareçen tolerables y 
que se deben sobrellevar no solo por la neçesidad a que estan reduçidos estas materias y por la grande 
afliccion que padeçen aquellos vasallos, sino tambien porque en muchas cossas muestran buen zelo y 
afiçion leal digna de estimaçion.’ Consulta Consejo de Estado, 2 March 1633, AGS Estado Legajo 2047, f. 31. 
219 ‘Se habra de contemporizar con la neçesidad.’ Consulta Consejo de Estado, 6 June 1633, AGS Estado 
Leg. 2047, f. 29. 
220 ‘Visto el poco fructo que se a sacado de los excesivos gastos que VMd a hecho estos años passados con 
tan grandes exercitos’; ‘assi es menester en caso tan peligroso atender a lo menos malo (...), que no se haga 
paz vergoncosa pero si se puede venir por algunos años a una suspension de armas que sera aproposito.’ 
Consulta Consejo de Estado (minute), 27 October 1608, AGS Estado Leg. 2138, f. 22. 
221 Carlos Coloma, ‘Discurso de D. Carlos Coloma de la forma en que debria hazerse la guerra à los 
Holandeses’, ca 1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 61. 
222 Anon., ‘Olandeses: Discurso sobre el prorrogar, mejorar, o romper las treguas con ellos’, 15 January 
1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 42, 44. 
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whether prolonging the Truce would not be of ‘less utility’ than continuing the war.223 In his 

speech during the large Council meeting of 1628, Spinola concluded his devastating report on 

the Spanish state of affairs in the Low Countries with a straightforwardly positive prospect of a 

new peace or truce, which would bring relief from all the cost and inconvenience of war.224 The 

other counsellors were less enthusiastic. Don Fernando de Girón voted that the king should 

make peace or truce, for even though ‘this will not be the conclusion that we wish for, worse will 

be a war that we cannot provide for or finish.’225 Royal confessor Sotomayor agreed that in the 

state in which they found themselves, they needed to look for the least wicked rather than the 

best possible solution.226 

 

Global solutions 

So when it came to choosing one of lesser evils, where to start? It is clear that all advisers saw 

the war in the Low Countries as a problem firmly situated within the context of the global 

Habsburg Empire, and it was there that they looked for solutions. William Semple consistently 

advised the king to invest in his maritime forces. It was so essential that Philip III be powerful at 

sea that ‘even if he would sell the chalices from the altars to achieve this, he has to do it.’227 Most 

counsellors agreed that if the Spanish king were to successfully wage war in the Netherlands, he 

needed to make all the states of his monarchy contribute. Christóbal de Benavente, for instance, 

felt the injustice of the situation where loyal vassals in Lisbon and Castile were forced to invest 

such large sums towards the submission of rebels, but, on the other hand, the Portuguese had an 

obvious interest in diminishing Dutch naval activity in the Indies. It was only reasonable that 

they should contribute, even if it required strict measures like those Hannibal had employed 

during the First Punic War.228 Moderation, however, would be the course of greater utility.229 

                                                            
223 ‘Si las Treguas se continuan’; ‘todos los males de la paz, y todos los peligros y descomodidaes de la 
guerra’; ‘menos Utilidad.’ Carlos Coloma, ‘Discurso de D. Carlos Coloma de la forma en que debria hazerse 
la guerra à los Holandeses’, ca 1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 60v-61. See also Christóbal de Benavente, 
‘Relacion de las cosas de olanda’, 19 June 1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 31. 
224 ‘Voto Marques de los Balbases’, in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 
97. 
225 ‘Porque aunque cree, no seran con las conclusions que se desea, sera peor una guerra que no se ha de 
poder proveer ni acabar.’ ‘Voto Don Fernando de Giron’, in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, 
AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97. 
226 ‘Voto Padre Confesor’, in Consulta Consejo de Estado, 1 August 1628, AGS Estado Leg. 2042, f. 97. See 
also the vote of the Cardinal Zapata in 1633: ‘Fuerza escoger lo menos malo.’ Consulta Consejo de Estado, 
6 June 1633, AGS Estado Leg. 2047, f. 29. 
227 ‘Y aun vendiera los calizes de los altares para alcanzar este punto, lo deve hazer’; ‘que a causado mayor 
daño que las armas de sus enemigos.’ ‘Memorial de Guillermo Semple’, s.d. [1620], AGS Estado Leg. 2309, 
unfoliated. 
228 Christóbal de Benavente, ‘Relacion de las cosas de olanda’, 19 June 1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 31 
(quote), 32; Anon., ‘Olandeses: Discurso sobre el prorrogar, mejorar, o romper las treguas con ellos’, 15 
January 1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 53v. 
229 Anon., ‘Olandeses: Discurso sobre el prorrogar, mejorar, o romper las treguas con ellos’, 15 January 
1620, BL Add. Ms. 14005, f. 51v-52. 
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If the king were to decide practically, he needed to concentrate on the preservation of the 

monarchy itself, not primarily on the monarchy’s reputation. Thus in 1628, even though 

everyone agreed that it was no more than the lesser of two evils, truce seemed the only solution 

that agreed with reason of state. Fray Antonio de Sotomayor could not refrain from ‘presenting 

to Your Majesty (…) that the point of most reputation is for Your Majesty to look after the 

preservation of his monarchy, even more so because the affairs in Italy are not concluded, nor do 

we know how they are going to end, and because the East and West Indies also cause a lot of 

trouble, and even if the city of Den Bosch were not under siege, I would say the same, that now 

the truce is to be concluded.’230  

In 1635, the Duke of Lerma argued that a truce would be the best solution based on cold 

logic. Despite all the investment of money, so far every time the king had conquered one 

stronghold, he had lost another, and ‘what utility could such an enterprise be considered to 

have?’ After all the sacrifices of money and men, and the strain on the other realms, ‘I hold the 

submission to Your Majesty’s obedience of these people by way of force impossible, and by way 

of truce, with much less cost and without any danger we can hope to subdue them.’231 In 

evaluating a military victory, the same Duke of Lerma wrote that ‘this enterprise has aided in the 

attempts of the Dutch to revive the past Truce, but it is not convenient to lose time in savouring 

this utility.’ Religion and sovereignty were hardly mentioned in the deliberations anymore, as 

counsellors concentrated on drawing up the accounts and devising policy that would render the 

most profit or guarantee the smallest loss.232 

At the end of a long road of many failed rounds of negotiations, Cardinal-Infante 

Ferdinand of Austria realized it was time to look beyond the short term and local military 

fortunes of the war in the Netherlands and commit to a peaceful solution that would benefit the 

entire monarchy. ‘We have to adjust things more according the demands of the monarchy and 

the universal state than by paying attention to whether we have one stronghold more or less 

over here, since this is not crucial for the preservation of the rest,’ Ferdinand wrote. Flanders 

                                                            
230 ‘Representar a VM (...) que el punto mas proprio de la reputacion es mirar VM por el de la conservacion 
de su monarquia, tanto mas no estando acavadas las cosas de Italia, ni saberse en que han de parar, que 
las Indias orientales y occidentales se hallan tambien en mucho travaxo y quando la plaza de Borduque no 
estuviese sitiada votara lo mismo, que agora es que se haga la tregua.’ Consulta Consejo de Estado, 2 June 
1629, AGS Estado Leg. 2043, f. 131. 
231 ‘Y quando fuese esto assi, que utilidad puede considerarse de la empresa’; ‘Por los medios de la fuerza 
tengo por imposible la reduçion de los Holandeses a la obediencia de Su Mg, y por medio de la Tregua, con 
mucho menos gasto, y sin ningun peligro se puede sperar se reduzgan.’ ‘Voto del Duque de Lerma sobre la 
tregua con Holanda’, 2 October 1635, AGS Estado Leg. 2050, f. 87. 
232 ‘Es otra utilidad el haver ayudado esta enterpresa a que traten Holandeses de revalidar la Tregua 
pasada pero no conviene perder tiempo en gozar de esta Util.’ Ibid. 
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had proved a nearly unsolvable puzzle for many decades, but after all it was only a member, ‘not 

the entire monarchy.’233 

 

CONCLUSION 

Circumstances rule supreme 

 

The Spanish deliberations about peace or truce in the Netherlands provide insight into the 

workings of experience on reason-of-state discourse in a concrete context. Experience provided 

material with which circumstances could be constructed, and then necessity presented, which 

could overrule conscience or principle involving sovereignty and religion, aimed at the 

preservation of the state. Under special circumstances that brought about necessity, the king 

could accept unauthorized peace initiatives subverting his sovereignty; the Infanta could be 

disobedient and allow the Estates General to assemble; the royal confessor could advise his king 

to compromise on the conditions of the Catholic faith under the cover of dissimulation or by 

presenting religion as an affair of state. The balance and conservation of the monarchy was the 

first objective, but also the fundamental condition for principles entwined with the Catholic faith 

to survive. When directed at preserving dominion, ‘necessity lacks a law, and respects nothing.’ 

Nicole Reinhardt demonstrated how the casuistic tool of probabilism enabled royal 

confessors and theologians to counsel their princes in the complex realities of ruling a monarchy 

at war, but it seems present in the counsel of agents without theological training as well. The 

moral obligation to assess circumstances in order to assess probability, and the liberty to then 

select any probable opinion, left counsellors free to advise a morally less safe course that suited 

their projection of the circumstances. The assessment of circumstances was crucial, for 

probabilism maintained a moral responsibility in the obligation to reduce the spheres of 

ignorance and doubt in order to arrive either at certainty or at a probable opinion.234 In moral 

choices of statecraft, such as came up constantly within the context of the Dutch debates, 

choosing between two evils after assessing circumstances was like choosing between probable 

opinions. An opinion might be directed at practically containing damage as well as could be 

hoped for, even if it seemed to go against certain principles of religion and reputation – for being 

probable it could at least be held with a safe conscience. 

Experience, which was supposed to be instrumental to prudent rule, was highly 

subjective. Not just because it was often contained in individual counsellors, but also because it 

                                                            
233 ‘Se ha de regular mas por la exsigençia de la Monarchia y estado universal que por la atençion de tener 
aquí plaza mas o menos como no sea precisa para conservar lo demas’; ‘este miembro que no es todo de la 
Monarchia.’ Ferdinand of Austria to Philip IV, 6 May 1637, AGS Estado Leg. 2052, f. 96. 
234 Reinhardt, Voices of Conscience, 79. 
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depended on the selection by these individuals and was prone to be shaped by dominant vogues 

and collective remembering. Choosing what to select as counsel from a lifetime of experience 

was just as selective as ‘mining’ Tacitus or commonplace knowledge for adages such as 

rebellions gaining strength over time. Experience was crucial in political counsel, but in practice 

there was no room for an objective ‘science of state’ of the kind that Tacitists such as Álamos de 

Barrientos proposed. In the political arena, present circumstances came first, and the individual 

analysis of the state of affairs determined the dig into ‘experience’ in the form of classical 

histories, commonplace knowledge, and individual and collective memory. As a reservoir of 

information, experience in all its different aspects was crucial in constructing pragmatic 

arguments, and thus it contributed to the application of reason of state in actual statecraft.  

 

As the 1640s dawned, the third decade of the Thirty Years’ War and the eighth of the war of 

Flanders, Europe was tired. Early in 1641, Cardinal-Infante Ferdinand of Austria and King Philip 

IV were making plans for new negotiations with the Dutch, now in order to conclude a truce 

before negotiations would commence to conclude a universal peace among the warring 

nations.235 For the Spanish monarchy the situation had now grown more desperate than ever 

before. Portugal and Catalonia had risen up in rebellion against the monarchy, and all the king’s 

and his ministers’ efforts were now directed towards reducing the number of war fronts. The 

road to the congress in Cologne and later in Münster was still troubled, mostly because allowing 

the Dutch as rebels to participate in a general congress for universal peace was a direct violation 

of international law, according to which only acknowledged sovereign authorities could be 

represented in international forums.236 But these objections were weakened by the amount of 

time that had passed since the Dutch had first risen up in rebellion and the precedent of the 

signing of the Twelve Years’ Truce. After nearly eighty years of struggle, there could now no 

longer be any doubt that peace was ‘the only road to remedy.’237 

 

                                                            
235 Consulta Consejo de Estado, 17 January 1641, AGS Estado Leg. 2056, f. 22. 
236 Baena, Conflicting Words, 60-3. 
237 ‘El solo camino de remedio.’ Anon. to Miguel de Salamanca, 22 September 1642, AHN Estado Libro 997, 
passim. 
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Conclusion 

 

 

 

In the Catholic Spanish monarchy, the discourse of reason of state enabled political actors and 

theorists to think about politics in pragmatic terms and to extend the boundaries of legitimate 

political action, vital in facing the challenges of managing a global empire. This dissertation has 

traced the writings and activities of various individuals from different parts of the Spanish 

monarchy during the first decades of the seventeenth century in order to study their attempts at 

solving the dilemmas between conscience and political pragmatism in both theory and practice. 

In this process, they used the past to preserve or improve the state they served in the present. 

Thinking and writing about politics in a pragmatic and realist way was always limited by 

commanding notions of political and religious virtue. Yet as we have seen, individuals displayed 

considerable creativity in managing the limitations of conscience, armed with the tool of 

necessity. Information from present circumstances, classical histories and the recent past, and 

the agents’ own experience could be managed and manipulated in order to present extenuating 

circumstances that could temporarily suspend moral rules of personal and political conduct. 

This was especially crucial in this monarchy composed of so many different peoples, customs 

and interests. If carefully managed, history and information enabled the implementation of 

reason of state in political practice. 

As a political philosophy, reason of state and receptions of the works of Machiavelli have 

been studied by José Antonio Maravall, José Fernández Santamaría and Keith Howard, whereas 

the context of the composite Spanish monarchy has flourished ever since the publication of John 

Elliott’s first works on the conciliar system. This dissertation has presented a new analysis of the 

political philosophy of the early-seventeenth-century Spanish monarchy and the practice of its 

state management, down to the level of concrete deliberations in political decision-making. It 

has sought to unite the context of moral and political ideas with that of early modern political 

realities. To do this, I have studied reason of state from the angle of information management 

and applied casuistry, outlined for the early modern period prominently by Ann Blair, Conal 

Condren and Nicole Reinhardt. The work of Richard Kagan and Judith Pollmann has, moreover, 

served to call attention to the powerful presence of history and memory in both the theory and 

practice of reason of state. Building on the work of all these scholars, I have both revisited 

published sources and added to this the study of a range of archival material including 

manuscript notes, correspondences and marginalia, some of which have now been disclosed for 
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the first time. This dissertation thus offers the first study of reason of state in the Spanish 

monarchy in various contexts, which demonstrates the close connection between theory and 

practice in this political theory that centres around practical politics. 

Arguing that information management was at the core of reason of state, the first two 

chapters explored the key context of the uses of history in Catholic reason-of-state discourse, 

and its power to present extenuating necessity and experiment with amoral politics and political 

predictions. The third and fourth chapters turned to the challenges the discourse encountered 

and the effects it could generate through its use in both individual enterprises and in 

negotiations and debates about major dilemmas connected to the rule of the monarchy. The way 

in which history was used to think about reason of state and its possible application was studied 

through readings and interpretations of Lipsius’ Politica, one of the most influential works on 

political prudence and statecraft in the early-seventeenth-century Spanish monarchy. Using 

vernacular translations, both Spanish and Italian, Chapter 1 traced how individuals engaged 

with Lipsius’ text and, through this, how they thought about turning history into a reason of 

state that suited the political present. Don Bernardino de Mendoza and Ercole Cato shaped their 

vernacular editions in order to manipulate the reading by their wider audience. In both cases, 

they articulated a particularly moderate version of Lipsius’ ideas about politics and the state, 

and in their translations they both explored ways to square Lipsius’ thought with the Christian-

Ciceronian framework endorsed by Catholic orthodoxy. They found distinct strategies to 

manipulate authorship and the way ideas were presented to the reader. In this process they 

experimented with organizing (historical) information and with making Lipsian reason of state 

explicit with its potential to legitimize amoral political behaviour. 

Like most of his fellow humanists, Lipsius advocated the study of history as a source of 

political wisdom. He was himself heralded within the Spanish monarchy as a prominent scholar 

of Tacitus, and it was to Tacitus that thinker-agents turned as the most useful classical historian 

to learn from in the modern age. Although modern historians of ‘Tacitism’ have highlighted 

contemporaries’ practical aims in studying Tacitus, they have not actually studied their activities 

in the political arena, for example as informants or counsellors. Yet Baltasar Álamos de 

Barrientos, Carlos Coloma, Manuel Sueyro and Fernando Alvía de Castro, translators and 

commentators of Tacitus with active political and military careers within the monarchy, all 

managed to employ their reading of Tacitus in political counsel, the ultimate context in which 

the reception of Tacitus and his political realism intersect with concrete political developments. 

Contemporary developments in scholarship, which were present in the Spanish monarchy as 

elsewhere in Europe, led to an increasing contextualization of ancient texts. According to 

scholars such as Anthony Grafton, this caused a fundamental questioning of the value of classical 

examples, lessening the political usefulness of the ancients in the present. The Spanish Tacitists, 
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however, were aware of the difference between their world and the ancients’, yet found ways to 

employ anachronisms and analogies in manipulating the present in order to shape the future. 

Virgilio Malvezzi reflected on the moral dilemmas he encountered in both theory and 

practice. As a political agent Malvezzi assumed a different attitude towards politics and morality 

from that which he adopted as an author of historical-political prose, yet in the political arena 

Malvezzi used techniques he had also employed in his writing. He selected and organized 

generalities, mixed them with present circumstances, and used them to tell a story in order to 

convince, make a point, or move his fellow players to action – both in practice, and, as the 

manuscript I discovered in the Malvezzi family archive in Bologna shows explicitly, in the 

creation of his historical narratives. In the political arena, Malvezzi experienced how necessity, 

ever-changing and ultimately subjective, depended on the way in which an individual arranged 

and ranked information in order to establish the specific needs of the moment. In Malvezzi’s 

case, this organizing and manipulating was both at the basis of piecing together a historical or 

biographical narrative, and of constructing an argument that, within the political arena, would 

allow him to act as he believed suited the state of the moment. Malvezzi’s case manifests 

continuity in working practice between his political activities and the work he produced as an 

author, but a fundamental discontinuity in the way he reflected on the nature of politics and 

moral law in both realms. In his moral-political prose, he presented politics in the Spanish 

monarchy as a fundamentally rational and moral affair, whereas in his diplomatic enterprises he 

encountered a political reality in which subjective necessity could trump any law or reason. 

Malvezzi took this discrepancy in his stride. It appears that to him, theory and practice 

constituted separate spheres, which, although united by a similar working practice, required 

different kinds of agency. 

The eager use of the past within the political arena among thinker-agents such as 

Malvezzi and the Tacitists could be expected to underline the distinction between ancient 

history – used as exemplum and employed as rhetorical tool – and the history of recent events 

and direct personal experience. Yet although these thinker-agents were aware of anachronisms 

when approaching classical history, this did not, in practice, render the ancients irrelevant. 

Agents and counsellors were at the centre of a constant cycle of collecting and assessing 

information, searching for the utmost expedience within the boundaries of conscience and moral 

obligations. In deliberating whether and how a peace or truce settlement with the Dutch could 

be sought, over several decades statesmen discussed the boundaries of conscience and the 

extent to which the king was obliged to act according to pragmatic considerations. Here, 

‘experience’ was a ubiquitous term that covered all sorts of individual and collective memory 

and wisdom from various pasts. The mechanism counsellors and agents employed in countering 

conscience was presenting the circumstances of a particular situation in such a way – through 
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the careful describing, ordering, and analysing of information and experience – that it 

demonstrated the condition of necessity. Necessity could overrule conscience or principle, such 

as matters concerning sovereignty and religion, aimed at preserving or re-establishing dominion 

over the various realms of the monarchy. And as it transpired in the peace-or-truce 

deliberations, there was no arguing, practically or morally, with necessity.  

 

The cases brought together in this dissertation show the value of focusing on thinker-agents as a 

method for studying political discourse. Despite exhortations of scholars following Quentin 

Skinner to extend their research to thinkers other than the traditional canon of political 

philosophers, historians of political thought still tend to focus on a relatively limited body of 

intellectual innovators.1 Recently for instance, in a volume which otherwise remained largely 

focused on the canon, David Armitage commended Emma Rothschild’s work on ‘medium 

thoughts’ expressed by individuals who were not particularly innovative or sublime.2 Within the 

research on political culture, from the new diplomatic history to the recent work on polycentric 

monarchies, a focus on agents has long been common practice.3 As I have hoped to show, the 

expressions of thinker-agents can be equally fruitful for the study of early modern political 

discourse. This approach, moreover, does justice to the transnational character of early modern 

political culture. As researchers have emphasized ever since the appearance of John Elliott’s 

analyses of the composite monarchy and the conciliar system, the Spanish monarchy was a 

structure that spanned a large number of different territories, which encouraged individuals to 

cross borders with ease. These individuals, including the ones studied in this dissertation, often 

represented the different interests of the monarchy’s components to their superiors. And as 

counsellors and agents they infused reason-of-state discourse in both theory and practice with 

the perspectives and experiences acquired through their transnational heritage and careers.  

Justus Lipsius himself resided in the Spanish Netherlands for a considerable time and 

maintained an extensive network of correspondents on the Iberian and Italian peninsulas. Carlos 

Coloma and Fernando Alvía de Castro were Castilians, although the latter spent most of his life in 

Portuguese service and continuously reminded the Spanish king of Portugal’s ultramarine 

interests. Pierre Roose was born in Antwerp, but came to represent Castilian interests in the 

Spanish Low Countries. Manuel Sueyro was a descendent of a Jewish Portuguese family, grew up 

                                                            
1 Skinner, Regarding Method, 57–89; Siep Stuurman, ‘The Canon of the History of Political Thought: Its 
Critique and a Proposed Alternative’, History and Theory 39, no. 2 (2000): 147–66; see also Maria Grever 
and Siep Stuurman, eds, Beyond the Canon: History for the Twenty-First Century (Basingstoke, N.Y.: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007). 
2 Armitage, Foundations, 31–32. See also David Armitage, ‘The International Turn in Intellectual History’, 
in Rethinking Modern European Intellectual History, eds Darrin M. McMahon and Samuel Moyn (Oxford 
etc.: Oxford University Press, 2014), 243–44. 
3 See, for instance, Levin, Agents of Empire. For the polycentric monarchies, see Cardim, Polycentric 
Monarchies and above, Introduction. 
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in Antwerp and was a lifelong servant to the kings of Spain. Virgilio Malvezzi, a native of 

Bologna, engaged with the Spanish monarchy in his political and historical work, and after 

entering Spanish royal service as historian, counsellor and diplomatic agent, travelled to 

England, France and the Low Countries. Don Bernardino de Mendoza belonged to the high 

nobility of Castile but crossed Europe and North Africa on military campaigns, and represented 

King Philip II as ambassador at the royal courts of England and France. The list could go on. 

These individuals left behind traces of reflection in the course of their political activities, and for 

the more theoretical writings, working manuscripts or translations have provided opportunities 

to analyse the practice of their authorship. By studying these individual thinker-agents, we can 

trace the footprint of reason of state in close interaction with political practice across Europe 

and the Mediterranean.  

In the political arena thinker-agents may have assumed a different attitude towards 

politics and morality than they did as authors, but in their political actions they often used 

techniques they also employed in writing their reflections on politics, history and the state. 

Malvezzi, especially, selected and organized generalities, mixed them with present 

circumstances, and used them to tell a story in order to convince or make a point. Manipulating 

information was directed towards morality in works such as Sucesos principales, but it worked 

just as well in suspending morality in the political arena. Now for the first time applied to reason 

of state and traced in political practice, the concepts of Blair’s information management and 

Moss’ ‘commonplace mentality’ have served to highlight the way isolated pieces of history and 

information were stored, selected and organized to convey new meanings. To a large extent, 

narratives and arguments were in fact compilations of references, quotations and historical 

anecdotes. Through the process of organization, old wisdoms could gain new meaning in a 

different context. A practice of writing and explaining through ordering could be used by a 

diplomatic agent to explain why he had needed to take a certain unorthodox decision that was 

directed at the worldly end of the preservation of the state. Organizing (historical) information 

was thus closely connected to the essential point of ‘moderate’ reason of state, in which 

circumstances defined necessity, and necessity temporarily suspended moral law. When looking 

at reason of state in practice as well as in theory, it most closely resembles Conal Condren’s 

depiction of a rhetorical tool. It was based on referring to exceptional circumstances in order to 

legitimate questionable political behaviour, and its reasoning akin to casuistry.  

A number of individuals, after having served in Flanders or Italy, moved on to posts in 

Peru, Mexico and other parts of the colonial Spanish Americas. They acted as governours, 

soldiers or army chaplains, and often reflected on their experience in (recent) histories of this 

‘new’ world. At an even greater distance from the centre of the empire, and confronted with 

native populations that were expected to submit to the crown and the Faith yet in some cases 
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fiercely resisted Spanish power, these agents faced new dilemmas of conscience and 

pragmatism. And did the past serve them as faithfully in these territories which the classics had 

never been able to imagine or describe? Further research will have to reveal whether the 

method of focusing on thinker-agents can also provide a novel understanding of the dynamics 

between history, political theory and practice in the context of the Atlantic world. 

 

For Friedrich Meinecke reason of state was an abstract logic, ‘the State’s First Law of Motion’, 

which progressed through modern history: ‘In and out among all the other bright threads of the 

historical weft, there twines uninterruptedly (…) the red, only too often blood-red, thread of 

raison d’état.’4 The forces of the state were abstract and unconcerned with religion, and 

connected Machiavelli to Hegel and Ranke, since ‘action prompted by raison d’état has helped to 

prepare the way for modern Historicism.’5 Does the reason of state we have seen in this 

dissertation relate in any way to these ‘modern’ forces of secularization and nascent historicism? 

The short answer is no. The conflict between Catholic conscience and the practical needs of the 

monarchy was at the heart of the Spanish monarchy’s reason of state, and in the early 

seventeenth century, the very notion of politics without Christian morality simply did not make 

sense. William Church illustrated this tension in his classic work on the reason of state of 

Cardinal Richelieu, maintaining that Richelieu was fully convinced of the consonance of his 

reason-of-state policies with Christian principles. Church argued that although Richelieu 

consciously employed reason of state in laying the foundations of absolutism, the concept of 

reason of state ultimately became something he would have abhorred: 

 

With the further development of state power, its entry into new spheres of competence, 

and the expanding secularization of European culture generally, the ever-present 

exigencies of politics undermined and eventually destroyed the fusion of politics and 

religion that was so characteristic of Richelieu’s era. In its place there arose a 

rationalization of political affairs according to mere state interests, increasingly divorced 

from moral and religious considerations. The result was the pragmatic, secularized 

concept or reason of state of modern times.6 

 

Just as with Richelieu, the ‘reason of state of modern times’ is not the reason of state of 

the thinker-agents in the Catholic monarchy of Spain. The perceived need to unite politics and 

religion was pervasive. From this tension between conscience and pragmatism, however, sprang 

an intellectual creativity which illustrates the flexibility with which individuals drew on 
                                                            
4 Meinecke, Machiavellism, 21. 
5 Ibid., 19. 
6 Church, Richelieu and Reason of State, 508–9. 
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discourses of historical scholarship, case morality, and politics. A focus on circumstance and the 

appeal to necessity widened the scope within which they could act and express themselves, both 

in theory and practice. This casuistic mechanism was definitely not secular, but it did constitute 

a form of flexible, end-oriented and pragmatic reasoning. This dissertation, then, suggests that 

there is no need to look for a clean break between a traditional view of politics and a secular or 

‘modern’ reason of state. Reason of state could function within a Catholic monarchy. In fact, it 

was highly suitable for an empire of unprecedented scale, forced to adapt to the changing times 

but unable to abandon the basic principles of Catholic doctrine, which continued to form a 

crucial basis for the authority and power of the Spanish kings. 

As the quotation above indicates, Meinecke also perceived a connection between reason 

of state and modern historicism. As we have seen in relation to the use of Tacitus and other 

classical texts in reason of state, historians of scholarship and historical thought have similarly 

searched for the early modern origins of modern historicism. Anthony Grafton, for example, has 

contended that this modernization was marked by a process in which sophisticated 

developments in humanist methods of scrutiny of the classics gradually undermined the 

program of imitatio, and the classical past receded further away from being a likely teacher in 

modern contexts. According to Zachary Schiffman, at some point in the seventeenth century we 

encounter ‘the intellectual crossroads’ to modernity, where ‘a systematic distinction between 

past and present renders the past dead and buried.’7  

In a similar way Reinhart Koselleck argued that the modernization of historical thought 

was connected to a nascent differentiation between history as a body of literature and thinking 

about history as the underlying events these histories described.8 The exemplary ‘history’, 

Koselleck proposed, was overcome in the course of a development towards distinguishing 

between written history, and ‘history itself’ – a process completed only in the decades following 

                                                            
7 Schiffman, The Birth of the Past, 149, 151–52, 204 (quote). The fading of authority and exemplary status 
of the past, and the fierce debates this caused in the late seventeenth century in the form of the ‘Querelle 
des Anciens et des Modernes’ in France and the ‘Battle of the Books’ in England, has been the focus of 
considerable scholarly attention. For a recent historiographical overview of the Querelle, see Paddy 
Bullard and Alexis Tadié, ‘Introduction’, in Ancients and Moderns in Europe: Comparative Perspectives, eds 
Paddy Bullard and Alexis Tadié (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2016), 1–5. For important interpretations of 
the Querelle, see Hans Baron, ‘The Querelle of the Ancients and the Moderns as a Problem for Renaissance 
Scholarship’, Journal of the History of Ideas 20, no. 1 (1959): 3–22; François Hartog, Anciens, Modernes, 
Sauvages (Paris: Galaade éditions, 2005); John Pocock, ‘Perceptions of Modernity in Early Modern 
Historical Thinking’, Intellectual History Review 17, no. 1 (2007): 79-92; Norman, The Shock of the Ancient. 
For the Querelle in Spain, see José Antonio Maravall, Antiguos y modernos: visión de la historia e idea de 
progreso hasta el Renacimiento (Madrid: Alianza, 1986), and Jesús Pérez Magallón, Construyendo la 
modernidad: la cultura española en el tiempo de los novatores (1675-1725) (Madrid: Consejo Superior de 
Investigaciones Científicas, 2002). 
8 Koselleck, ‘History, Histories and Formal Time Structures’. 
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the 1770s.9 As the latter history (Geschichte) came to be seen as instructor, rather than its 

written representation (Historie), old Historie lost its claim to being magistra vitae.10 Koselleck 

argued that this relegating of history to a space ‘back there’ in time deprived history of 

repeatable exemplary power. The process in which history became a unitary whole of linear 

development, a series of events in a chain, fundamentally altered the experience of the 

relationship between present, past and future. The temporal structure underwriting this history 

was that of progress, linear and in itself history-made, rather than cyclical.11 This dawning idea 

of history as a singular, temporal process that was linear and open, and shaped by itself through 

consecutive events, according to Koselleck, was at the base of our modernity.12  

The early-seventeenth-century thinker-agents in the Spanish monarchy who engaged 

with reason-of-state discourse called on the ancients to instruct their present (political) life and 

prepare statesmen for the future, while they were also aware of distance and divide between the 

old world and the new. The ancients’ texts, personal to them and written in their own particular 

style, were products of a distant past. According to the narratives offered by Grafton, Schiffmann 

and Koselleck, the sustained and systematic scrutiny of Tacitus and other classics ultimately 

sapped the life out of the ‘living past’ or the direct dialogue between the Renaissance man and 

the ancients, thus paving the way for modern historical thought. Yet as we have seen, individuals 

used classical texts in their political writings and documents of counsel to construct analogies 

and strategic anachronisms. The ancients also functioned as rhetorical devices which 

counsellors employed to make certain schemes more attractive, showing that they had been 

attempted by Alexander the Great, Roman emperors or successful kings from Spanish history. 

What is more, although the awareness of temporal distance and cultural divide transpire in 

every Tacitus translation or reason-of-state treatise that engaged with classical history, they all 

remain firmly located within the paradigm of the commonplace system and cyclical history. As 

the writings of authors such as Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos, Virgilio Malvezzi and Fernando 

Alvía de Castro demonstrate, it was highly complicated to reconcile a conception of an open and 

                                                            
9 Reinhart Koselleck, ‘Historia Magistra Vitae: The Dissolution of the Topos into the Perspective of a 
Modernized Historical Process’, in Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2004), 27–28. 
10 Koselleck explained how this process was marked by shifting semantic relations: the collective singular 
die Geschichte denominated histories in the plural up until the late eighteenth century, and then it came to 
refer to history pure and simple, or ‘History’ the way we still use it. Koselleck, ‘Historia Magistra Vitae’, 
32–34. 
11 Ibid., 37. 
12 Koselleck, ‘History, Histories and Formal Time Structures’, 96; Koselleck, ‘Historia Magistra Vitae’, 40. 
See also ‘Modernity and the Planes of Historicity’, in Futures Past, 9–25. In Koselleck’s words: ‘Behind the 
singularization of history, its temporalization, unavoidable superiority, and producibility, can be 
registered an experiential transformation that permeates our modernity.’ Koselleck, ‘Historia Magistra 
Vitae’, 37. 
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man-made future with Providence. But as Judith Pollmann has suggested, one idea of history and 

historical development did not necessarily replace another: they could coexist.  

In fact, the classical world was at the heart of pragmatic politics within the context of a 

Catholic monarchy as a space, free from Providence, in which thought experiments with amoral 

policy could be conducted in relative safety. In his Politica, Ercole Cato chose the Roman 

emperor Tiberius as the face of cold and ruthless reason of state, explaining that examples like 

his could perhaps be found somewhere in the modern world, but that with these slippery affairs 

it is best ‘not to leave ancient times’. The ancients allowed Malvezzi to hypothetically try out 

unorthodox political strategies. Describing Numa and Romulus rather than Olivares and Philip 

IV, Malvezzi could experiment with political development and causality without the need to 

engage too much with Christian ethics. Classical examples also implied a conjecture about the 

course which events were likely to take from there, for the advantage of padding counsel with 

ancient examples was that their outcome was already known. An example could warn, 

conjecture or criticize in a seventeenth-century context without indulging in improper 

prognostication. The awareness of difference and distance between the present and ancient 

times did not necessarily have to be accompanied by a ‘modern’ idea of linear historical 

development and an open future: it sustained the notion of a universe ruled by Providence, 

while simultaneously enabling pragmatic political thought. 

 

Thus, in reason of state as it has here been presented in its various contexts within the early-

seventeenth-century Spanish monarchy, elements appear both of what others have called 

‘modern’ as well as ‘traditional’. Thinker-agents made use of the past in order to try and shape 

the political future, but the core question around which the reason of state of the Spanish 

monarchy revolved was not the modernization of historical thought or the secularization of 

politics, but the tension between moral-religious conscience and political pragmatism. Here, 

Catholic reason of state was versatile and flexible. Both in theory and in practice, thinker-agents 

were creative in their manipulation of circumstances and presenting the condition of necessity. 

What they needed was a discourse that suited the times, in which their monarch ruled a global 

empire on which the sun never set. ‘Necessity is the mother of invention’, the saying goes, but in 

the Spanish reason of state of the early seventeenth century, the roles were reversed. Political 

invention flowed from history and the needs of the moment, and necessity was the tool that 

enabled power politics – eventually helping the state to survive. 
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Summary 

 

 

 

The Power of Necessity. Reason of State in the Spanish Monarchy, ca. 1590-1650 

By the end of the sixteenth century, nowhere was the need for theory and justifications of state 

management greater than in the Spanish empire, extended over three continents and constantly 

experiencing the strains of war and rebellion. Yet nowhere was its implementation more 

problematic than in this Catholic monarchy, steeped in ideals of justice, divine justifications of 

power and kingship, and messianic rhetoric that tied its fate closely to the cause of the Faith. 

This dissertation studies late-sixteenth- and early-seventeenth-century reason of state in the 

Spanish monarchy, that is a pragmatic way of thinking and writing about preserving a ruler’s 

personal power and his ability to protect his dominion from internal and external threats. The 

core dilemma that reason of state revolves around is the conflict between traditional political 

principles of moral and religious conscious, and the practical needs of the moment. In reason-of-

state discourse, this tension between moral and religious principles and political pragmatism 

was constantly present – in the writings on political theory, but also as it entered the political 

arena. 

Although Spanish reason of state as a body of literature has received some attention 

from historians of political thought, no attempt has been made to systematically trace how it 

functioned in action. This has been a missed opportunity, for not only was reason of state as a 

discourse closely entwined with political practice, many individual reason-of-state authors also 

had active careers in royal service, in the course of which they produced source material which 

intellectual historians have hitherto left untouched. Uniting published sources with a broad 

range of archival material, this dissertation explores reason of state in a number of theoretical 

and practical contexts in the Spanish monarchy of the first half of the seventeenth century. It 

asks how individuals negotiated the tension between principle and pragmatism in both theory 

and practice, and how in this process they made use of history. History was closely connected to 

reason of state through political prudence, which was seen as a key requirement in the art of 

stable and efficient rule. Authors agreed that a ruler acquired prudence through experience, 

which included personal experience and especially knowledge of history. Many individuals who 

thought about history and politics also encountered the tension between principle and 

pragmatism in concrete circumstances in the course of their service to the Spanish king.  
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The appeal of necessity was a central concept in the Spanish monarchy’s reason of state. 

According to Justus Lipsius’s Six Books of Politics, a key influence in Spanish political discourse, 

necessity created by unusual circumstances could temporarily suspend moral or religious laws, 

as long as it was directed towards the common good rather than the pursuit of personal glory. I 

contend that in practice, thinkers and agents used the act of organizing information – drawn 

from classical and recent history, their own experience and analyses of current circumstances – 

to rhetorically present the condition of necessity. This was encouraged by contemporary 

practices of managing the large quantities of historical examples by breaking down histories into 

quotes, commonplaces and anecdotes, and organizing them in compilations and commonplace 

books. Since there existed no unambiguous set of conditions to determine when necessity had 

arrived, individuals had the liberty to demonstrate its presence by presenting certain 

circumstances, based on selected bits of information from the present and the past.  

The first historian to identify reason of state as a political doctrine was Friedrich 

Meinecke, who has defined the so-called ideology of ‘Machiavellism’ as a proper divide between 

morality and politics, and has traced the fixed set of reason-of-state characteristics through four 

centuries of political philosophy. The Spanish Baroque version of reason of state as a ‘doctrine’, 

with special attention for the receptions of Machiavelli in Spain, has been addressed by Antonio 

Maravall and José Fernández-Santamaría. Meinecke’s groundwork was first substantially 

challenged by Maurizio Viroli who, building on the recent developments in contextualism, 

approached politics and reason of state as languages rather than as a set of clear-cut ideas. 

Comparing Italian political discourse from the thirteenth to the seventeenth centuries, Viroli 

described a revolution in the language of politics in the late sixteenth century, in which the idea 

of politics transformed from a ‘noble art’ to the practical craft of reason of state. This 

deconstruction of reason of state as an ideology has progressed ever since, in work by historians 

such as Peter Burke, Harro Höpfl and Conal Condren. 

Even though these historians since Viroli have consistently highlighted the practical and 

shifting nature of reason of state, no attempt has been made to explore if and how reason of 

state was present in negotiations, deliberations and decision-making in concrete political 

situations. Is it possible to capture this slippery rhetoric in its use in political practice? Condren’s 

emphasis on how its seventeenth-century practitioners viewed reason of state fundamentally in 

casuistic terms seems crucial in this regard. Central to casuistic reasoning was the axiom that 

there are occasions when any given ethical rule or prohibition loses its authority in the face of 

higher or different requirements. This casuistry was signalled by evoking the abnormality of 

circumstance: normally we should do x, but in extraordinary circumstances, it is permissible, or 

necessary, to do y. It suits what reason of state was ultimately about: to allow statesmen to say 

and do things in real politics which would normally conflict with moral conscience, or enable 
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individuals to reason their way out of dilemmas where every solution entails violating the 

principles of equity. 

To do justice to its full range, we need to examine how reason of state in the Spanish 

monarchy originated in response to the pressing conflict between principles of conscience and 

the demands of realism in a complex political situation, and examine its use in the realm of 

actual politics. This can be done, I contend, by investigating the use of reason of state by 

individuals who not only reflected on politics and history, but also acted as soldiers, diplomats, 

informants and counsellors within the transnational government structures of the monarchy. 

This method does, however, provoke some fundamental questions. Does sufficient 

documentation exist to study these activities in the first place, and are these sources of such a 

nature that we can actually determine the individuals’ views and actions? A second objection 

may arise from the question of whether these people are worth studying at all. Fernández-

Santamaría, for one, called the reason-of-state writings of the Spanish Baroque ‘inconsequential, 

repetitious, and in general mediocre’, so why study thinkers who have hardly left a mark on the 

development of the history of political thought?  

The historical and political writers who fill this dissertation could hardly be called 

sublime in the sense that their works played an important role in the developments in political 

philosophy of the early modern period as did those of Machiavelli, Grotius or Hobbes. They 

certainly have not made it into the canon of early modern political philosophy. Yet working and 

thinking within the structure of the Habsburg monarchy during tumultuous times, thinker-

agents such as Virgilio Malvezzi did attempt to position their ‘state’ in space and time, reflecting 

on its history, nature and future preservation. A focus on thinker-agents also does justice to the 

context of the composite monarchy. Ideas and discourse crossed borders with ease, and like its 

economic, social and cultural history, the history of political thought of the Spanish monarchy 

was not confined to national boundaries. These individuals were well read and engaged with 

reason of state as authors in different genres, approaching statecraft from different perspectives 

as they moved between the different realms and networks within the constellation of the 

monarchy. Moreover, they were able to reflect on and manipulate political ideas in their various 

capacities as agents within the structures of power. Thus, thinkers-agents are a vital link 

between theory and practice in the history of political thought. 

As to the questions regarding source material, this dissertation hopes to demonstrate the 

value of documents proceeding from political practice in exploring questions relating to political 

thought. This research draws partly on thinker-agents’ writings on history and the art of state, 

comprising their reflections on reconciling politics and morality, historical examples and 

causality, Providence and contingency, and legitimate yet expedient political behaviour. But 

especially in documents such as memoranda, letters, reports and individual votes in consultas 
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from the royal councils we can trace how thinker-agents both drew on personal experience and 

referred to ancient history during the course of their professional lives. The boundaries between 

politics, morality and faith were constantly negotiated in the practice of their activities, as 

concepts from the language of reason of state were problematized and stretched through the 

implementation of the discourse. 

This dissertation also draws on recent observations about information management and 

commonplace mentality, most notably by Ann Moss and Ann Blair, as a useful way to examine 

reason of state and the casuistry involved in its reasoning. Techniques of sorting, selecting and 

organizing information were, in fact, at the heart of reason of state, as extracted pieces of history 

and information were selected and organized to convey new meanings, and above all, create 

necessity. I argue that individual thinkers and agents in the Spanish monarchy in their writing 

and rhetoric used a combination of scholarly methods of organizing (historical) information 

with modes of moral casuistry to present or manipulate circumstances that would add up to a 

situation of necessity, which could override elements of moral law. This allowed them to unite 

politics and principle in theory, and especially in the practice of the political arena. A diplomatic 

agent reporting back to his superior could explain why he had needed to take a certain 

unorthodox decision through the selecting and ordering of ‘bits’ of information about the 

present state of affairs, historical precedents and commonplace experience. Information 

management is thus closely connected to the essential point of ‘moderate’ reason of state, with 

circumstances defining necessity, and necessity temporarily suspending moral law. In the 

absence of a fixed set of elements that determine it, necessity depends on the information given 

and on the way it is ordered. Bypassing morality, information legitimates power. 

This dissertation consists of four chapters. The first studies the vernacular translations of 

Lipsius’ Latin Politica by the Italian Ercole Cato and the Spanish Don Bernardino de Mendoza in 

the contexts of their lives and oeuvres, tracing the layers of their creation and the implications 

for the Politica’s ideological content and readership. It argues that in their translations, Cato and 

Mendoza explored ways to square Lipsius’ thought with the Christian-Ciceronian framework 

endorsed by Catholic orthodoxy. They found distinct ways to manipulate authorship and the 

way ideas were presented to the reader and contributed to a transnational ‘Catholic’ reason of 

state. Cato made a calculated use of examples, both from classical antiquity and from recent 

events, such as the Dutch rebellion against Spain. Moreover, this chapter shows how in 

transforming the Politica, the translators experimented with organizing knowledge and 

(historical) information, and its potential for making Lipsian reason of state explicit, and 

legitimizing amoral political behavior. Thus, the makeovers of the Politica provide deeper insight 

into the dynamics of history, information and legitimacy within the discourse of reason of state. 
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With their adaptations of one of its most influential works, Cato and Mendoza both intervened in 

the transnational discourse of ‘Catholic’ reason of state of Counter-Reformation Europe. 

The second chapter explores ideals and practices of turning classical histories into 

political lessons for the present, focusing on a number of individuals who translated the 

histories of Tacitus into Spanish, while they also served their king as soldiers, counsellors and 

informants. Baltasar Álamos de Barrientos, Carlos Coloma, Manuel Sueyro and Fernando Alvía 

de Castro all testified about the practical value of Tacitus in the present, based on the universal 

truth of his analyses and the similarity of the times, yet they struggled with the internal 

contradictions within the endless lists of wisdoms, not to mention with the fact that their author 

had produced the texts many centuries ago, in a different, pagan world. Still, the counsel of 

historical experience was tirelessly advocated in reason-of-state discourse, and I show that the 

call was answered in practice as the Tacitists in various capacities engaged with the problem of 

the Dutch Revolt. I argue that although they were well aware of change, they had no scruples in 

using anachronism and historical analogies, or using the ancients as rhetorical tools to express 

their ideas and further their political aims. Memorials and pieces of counsel were written from 

the perspective of events from recent history and could effortlessly be placed alongside Tacitean 

phrases. Yet the ancient past was also a safe space that could be used to criticize present policies 

or express warnings, without infringing on the domain of Providence. 

The third chapter addresses questions of history and necessity based on the oeuvre and 

actions of Virgilio Malvezzi, a Bolognese historian who had a high-flying career in the service of 

Philip IV and the Count-Duke of Olivares. Malvezzi left a wealth of material through which these 

views can be explored, ranging from political histories of the Spanish monarchy and biographies 

of Roman and biblical kings, to sheets full of reading and writing notes, and extensive 

correspondence with many of the great soldiers, artists and statesmen of his time. Following 

Malvezzi to the Low Countries and his small-scale diplomacy with French nobles conspiring 

against the King of France, I show how in his letters he reflected on necessity. Through the 

ordering of information, he reported circumstances in such a way that they legitimized the 

application of unorthodox strategies such as dissimulation and pretence. As we can observe in 

the emergence of one of his published historical works from an early manuscript draft, the 

practice of ordering historical particulars and aphorism-like observations was also present in 

Malvezzi’s writing techniques. It shows how the method of ordering could also be at the base of a 

chronological narrative and how extenuating necessity could then be used in the context of an 

apologetic political history. 

The fourth chapter discusses the various rounds of debates and reflections on whether 

and how to conclude peace or truce with the Dutch rebels during the second half of the Eighty 

Years’ War by agents and statesmen from various parts of the Spanish monarchy. What solutions 
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were conceivable when attempts to preserve Spanish dominion over the Low Countries ran 

contrary to the demands of the Catholic faith and the preservation of the rest of the monarchy? 

Could special circumstances allow for special measures or concessions that might deviate from 

the princely obligations towards religion and reputation? Agents and counsellors were at the 

centre of a constant cycle of collecting and assessing information, often on the basis of 

experience of the war in which they themselves had played an active part. They projected likely 

future courses, searching for the utmost expedience within the boundaries of royal conscience 

and obligations. I show that as each decade of the Guerra de Flandes added to its own history, 

and the rounds of negotiations turned into precedents for fresh ones, pragmatic arguments and 

solutions were often inspired by experience. This ‘mother of prudence’ according to political 

theory, became in the practice of the debates a crucial and ubiquitous term, which covered all 

sorts of memory and wisdom acquired from various pasts. Together with a notion of extenuating 

necessity, experience was essentially an opponent of conscience, but all needed to be united in 

ending the ‘interminable’ war. 

The cases brought together in this dissertation show the value of focusing on thinker-

agents as a method for studying political discourse. Despite exhortations of scholars following 

Quentin Skinner to extend their research to thinkers other than the traditional canon of political 

philosophers, historians of political thought still tend to focus on a relatively limited body of 

intellectual innovators. This dissertation concludes that the expressions of thinker-agents can be 

equally fruitful for the study of early modern political discourse. Moreover, the friction between 

conscience and pragmatic politics was a European phenomenon, tied to the challenges of 

modernizing states. In the Spanish monarchy, this can be observed as through a magnifying 

glass. In comparison with other states, Spanish dominion was both more extended and 

complicated, and also more grounded in and entangled with the demands of morality and 

religion. The early modern Spanish monarchy pioneered on an unprecedented scale the solving 

of the political-moral dilemmas of the age. 

Another conclusion concerns the extent to which reason of state signaled a process of 

modernization. For Friedrich Meinecke reason of state was an abstract logic, ‘the State’s First 

Law of Motion’, which progressed through modern history. The forces of the state were abstract 

and unconcerned with religion, and connected Machiavelli to Hegel and Ranke, since ‘action 

prompted by raison d’état has helped to prepare the way for modern Historicism.’ Does the 

reason of state we have seen in this dissertation relate in any way to these ‘modern’ forces of 

secularization and nascent historicism? The conflict between Catholic conscience and the 

practical needs of the monarchy was at the heart of the Spanish monarchy’s reason of state, and 

in the early seventeenth century, the very notion of politics without Christian morality simply 

did not make sense. But from this tension between conscience and pragmatism sprang an 
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intellectual creativity which illustrates the flexibility with which individuals drew on discourses 

of historical scholarship, case morality, and politics. This dissertation, then, suggests that there is 

no need to look for a clean break between a traditional view of politics and a secular or ‘modern’ 

reason of state. Reason of state could function within a Catholic monarchy. In fact, it was highly 

suitable for an empire of unprecedented scale, forced to adapt to the changing times. 

Historians of scholarship and historical thought have similarly searched for the early 

modern origins of modern historicism. According to them, modernization marked by a process 

in which sophisticated developments in humanist methods of scrutiny of the classics gradually 

undermined the program of imitatio, and at some point in the seventeenth century we encounter 

‘the intellectual crossroads’ to modernity. The early-seventeenth-century thinker-agents in the 

Spanish monarchy who engaged with reason-of-state discourse were aware of the distance 

between their ‘modern’ present and the past, but at the same time they all remained firmly 

located within the paradigm of the commonplace system and cyclical history. Individuals used 

classical texts in their political writings and documents of counsel to construct analogies and 

strategic anachronisms, or they used the ancients as rhetorical tool. The awareness of difference 

and distance between the present and ancient times did not necessarily have to be accompanied 

by a ‘modern’ idea of linear historical development and an open future: it sustained the notion of 

a universe ruled by Providence, while simultaneously enabling pragmatic political thought. 

In reason of state as it has here been presented in its various contexts within the early-

seventeenth-century Spanish monarchy, elements appear both of what others have called 

‘modern’ as well as ‘traditional’. Both in theory and in practice, thinker-agents were creative in 

their manipulation of circumstances and presenting the condition of necessity. What they 

needed was a discourse that suited the times, in which their monarch ruled a global empire on 

which the sun never set. 
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Nederlandse samenvatting  
 

 

 

De macht van de noodzakelijkheid.  

Staatsraison in de Spaanse monarchie, ca. 1590-1650 

 

Nergens was de behoefte aan een theorie en rechtvaardiging van praktisch bestuur groter dan in 

de Spaanse monarchie aan het einde van de zestiende eeuw, een rijk verspreid over drie 

continenten dat voortdurend werd geconfronteerd met oorlogen en interne opstanden. Toch 

was juist het toepassen van een puur pragmatische theorie van staatsbestuur problematisch in 

deze katholieke staat, waarin concepties over lot van de monarchie nauw verbonden waren met 

idealen van gerechtigheid, goddelijke legitimering van macht en koningschap, en de zaak van het 

katholieke geloof. Dit proefschrift beschrijft laat zestiende en vroeg-zeventiende-eeuwse 

staatsraison in de Spaanse monarchie, ofwel een pragmatische manier van denken en schrijven 

over het behoud van de persoonlijke macht van de vorst, en zijn vermogen om zijn gebiedsdelen 

te beschermen. Het kerndilemma van staatsraison is de spanning tussen traditionele politieke 

principes gebaseerd op moraliteit en religieus geweten, en de praktische behoeften van de 

situatie. In staatsraison-discours was deze spanning tussen moreel-religieuze principes en 

politiek pragmatisme voortdurend aanwezig – niet alleen in teksten over politieke theorie, maar 

ook in de politieke arena. 

De eerste historicus die staatsraison identificeerde als politieke doctrine was Friedrich 

Meinecke, die de zogenaamde ideologie van het ‘Machiavellisme’ definieerde als een volledige 

scheiding tussen moraliteit en politiek. Meinecke’s grondslag werd voor het eerst aanzienlijk 

uitgedaagd door Maurizio Viroli, die voortbouwde op recente ontwikkelingen in contextualisme, 

en die politiek en staatsraison benaderde als talen in plaats van als groep duidelijk afgebakende 

ideeën. Hoewel historici sinds Viroli’s interventie aanhoudend hebben gewezen op de praktische 

aard van staatsraison, is er nooit een poging gedaan te onderzoeken of en hoe deze doordrong in 

onderhandelingen, overwegingen en besluitvorming in concrete politieke situaties. Dit is een 

gemiste kans, want staatsraison was als discours niet alleen nauw verweven met de politieke 

praktijk, maar ook hadden veel staatsraison-auteurs actieve carrières in dienst van de 

monarchie. In de loop hiervan hebben zij een rijkdom aan bronmateriaal voortgebracht die in de 

intellectuele geschiedenis tot nog toe onbenut is gebleven. 



 

226 
 

Door het verenigen van uitgegeven bronnen en een breed corpus aan archiefmateriaal 

beschrijft dit proefschrift staatsraison in een aantal theoretische en praktische contexten in de 

Spaanse monarchie in de eerste helft van de zeventiende eeuw. Het geeft antwoord op de vraag 

hoe individuen principe en pragmatisme probeerden te verenigen in zowel theorie als praktijk, 

en hoe zij in dit proces gebruik maakten van geschiedenis. Het beroep op noodzakelijkheid stond 

centraal in de staatsraison van de Spaanse monarchie. Volgens Justus Lipsius’ Politica, een 

fundamentele invloed in Spaans politiek discours, kon noodzakelijkheid gecreëerd door 

buitengewone omstandigheden morele of religieuze wetten tijdelijk opschorten, zolang dit 

gericht was op het algemeen belang en niet op het bejag van persoonlijke eer en glorie. 

Voortbouwend op recente inzichten over vroegmodern informatiemanagement en 

commonplace mentality, voornamelijk uiteengezet door Ann Moss en Ann Blair, stelt dit 

proefschrift dat denkers en agenten in de praktijk gebruikmaakten van het organiseren van 

informatie – vergaard uit klassieke en recente geschiedenis, hun eigen ervaring en analyses van 

specifieke omstandigheden – om retorisch de situatie van noodzakelijkheid te presenteren. 

Aangezien er geen onomstreden reeks voorwaarden bestond die bepaalden wanneer er in een 

situatie sprake was van noodzakelijkheid, beschikten individuen over de vrijheid om aan te 

tonen dat noodzakelijkheid aan de orde was door bepaalde omstandigheden uit te lichten. Deze 

omstandigheden bestonden vaak uit fragmenten informatie uit het heden en verleden. Dit 

proefschrift betoogt dat individuele denkers in de Spaanse monarchie in hun geschriften en 

retoriek een combinatie gebruikten van geleerde methoden van organiseren van (historische) 

informatie en casuïstiek om omstandigheden te presenteren of manipuleren die samen wezen 

op de toestand van noodzakelijkheid. Noodzakelijkheid legitimeerde dan weer het overschrijden 

van bepaalde morele wetten. Zo konden individuen politiek en principe verenigen in theorie, en 

vooral in de praktijk van de politieke arena. 

Dit proefschrift onderzoekt hoe staatsraison werd gebruikt in het domein van 

daadwerkelijke politiek door zich te richten op individuen die niet alleen reflecteerden op 

politiek en geschiedenis, maar ook dienden als soldaten, diplomaten, informanten en raadsheren 

in de transnationale Spaanse monarchie. Ten eerste onderzoekt het ideeën over het gebruik van 

geschiedenis in politiek en het onderscheid tussen klassieke en moderne geschiedenis; ten 

tweede de continuïteit tussen theorie en praktijk in staatsraison; en ten derde de manier waarop 

de taal van staatsraison kon worden toegespitst op het schipperen tussen principe en 

pragmatisme binnen de complexe context van een samengestelde monarchie.  

De gevallen die zijn samengebracht in dit proefschrift tonen de waarde van het 

concentreren op denker-agenten (thinker-agents) als methode in het bestuderen van 

vroegmodern politiek discours, en van het betrekken van denkers in onderzoek die niet behoren 

tot de traditionele canon van politiek filosofen. De focus op thinker-agents doet ook recht aan de 
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context van de samengestelde monarchie. Evenals de economische, sociale en culturele 

geschiedenis was de geschiedenis van het politieke denken in de Spaanse monarchie niet 

gebonden aan territoriale grenzen. Individuen benaderden staatsraison vanuit verschillende 

perspectieven terwijl ze zich bewogen binnen de verschillende gebiedsdelen en netwerken van 

de monarchie. Bovendien konden zij reflecteren op politieke ideeën en deze manipuleren in hun 

verschillende hoedanigheden als agenten binnen de Habsburgse machtsstructuren.  

De staatsraison van de vroeg zeventiende-eeuwse Spaanse monarchie bevat elementen 

die historici ‘modern’ of ‘traditioneel’ hebben genoemd. Zowel in theorie als in praktijk waren 

thinker-agents creatief in het manipuleren van omstandigheden en het voorstellen van de 

toestand van noodzakelijkheid. Dit proefschrift betoogt dat het niet nodig is om te zoeken naar 

een breuk tussen een traditioneel beeld van politiek, en een seculiere of ‘moderne’ staatsraison. 

Staatsraison kon functioneren binnen een katholieke monarchie, en was bijzonder geschikt voor 

een wereldrijk van ongekende omvang, dat werd gedwongen zich aan te passen aan de 

veranderende tijden.  
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Appendices  
 

 

 

1 - Ercole Cato 

 
1A) Biblioteca Ariostea Ferrara, Ms 249: Andrea Nicolio, Historia del sig. Andrea Nicolio 
dell'origine et antichità di Rovigo (1582), ann. Ercole Cato, p. 31. 
 
The second annotation reads:  
‘Parentesi tanto longa, quanto impertinente al soggetto dell historia’ (Parenthesis too long as well 
as inappropriate for the subject of the history) 
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1B) Biblioteca Ariostea Ferrara, Ms 249: Andrea Nicolio, Historia del sig. Andrea Nicolio 

dell'origine et antichità di Rovigo (1582), ann. Ercole Cato, p. 2 

 
The first half of the annotation reads: 
‘Se l’autore intende, che Noe venisse in Italia, questo è falso, perche i sui dissendenti furono 
quelli, che divisero le genti dopo il diluvio, non egli gens.cap.x.’ (If the author means, that Noah 
came to Italy, this is false, for it were his descendants who divided the peoples after the Flood, not 
he; gens.cap.x) 
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2 - Virgilio Malvezzi 

 
 
2A) Virgilio Malvezzi, ‘Notebook for Successi Principali della Monarchia di Spagna n.a. 1639’, 
Archivio di Stato Bologna, fondo Malvezzi-Lupari, busta 371:15, p.[51]. 
 
The top left reads: 
‘non restava altra ragione 
a di non haver potuto vincere 
che l’haver perduto 
e dove non haver voluto perder 
non e buona scusa per non haver vinto’ 
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2B) Virgilio Malvezzi, ‘Notebook for Successi Principali della Monarchia di Spagna n.a. 1639’, 
Archivio di Stato Bologna, fondo Malvezzi-Lupari, busta 371:15, p. [50]. 
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2C) Virgilio Malvezzi, ‘Notebook for Successi Principali della Monarchia di Spagna n.a. 1639’, 
Archivio di Stato Bologna, fondo Malvezzi-Lupari, busta 371:15, p. [29]. 
 
Note: the last 4 paragraphs starting from the bottom are marked ‘i, 2, 3, 3o’ 
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